Structural Change in Consumption and Savings

principles, which concentrate in Steps 3 and 4). Said Joseph Hume in
1816:
The public mind is at present very much alive to Institutions for
assisting the Poor to manage their small pecuniary affairs; and it is
very desirable that every establishment formed with that intention
should be so constituted as to prevent the probability of failure, and
possess all the advantages, with as few as possible of the disadvantages attendant on such institutions. So many publications have lately
appeared, and such different opinions have been offered on the
various plans for Economic Institutions, that considerable doubts
have arisen as to which of them were preferable)
Let us sample some of the explorations and controversies in this
campaign of words.
Some searched for existing models, such as the Penny Societies for
purchasing Bibles and Testaments, or Sunday Banks. The latter,
which were appendages to churches, gathered sums from the poor,
and returned them on festive occasions such as Christmas celebrations. Both Malthus and Eden turned enviously toward the Scottish
poor-laws, but Rose qualified their envy by claiming that the
Scottish system as such was not superior, but that its management
was better than that of the English system. Whatever the particular
model, the most serious consideration was given to local and voluntary methods.~ For this reason Samuel Whitbread's scheme in 1807
for a national system of savings through the post office found little
public favour, and local schemes like those of Twiss and Adams were
pondered more seriously.2
When early private experiments in savings banks began-e.g.,
Ruthwell, Edinburgh, Bath, and London-controversies over the
details of management and the guarantee of security flared. The
Philanthropist, for instance, deemed the following as necessary
elements of savings banks "for the benefit of the labouring part of
the community":
1. ... the completeness of security ... savings ... ought to be
- placed as far beyond the reach of those failures, which are apt to
arise from the accidents of business, from the improbity or from the
blunders of managers, as it is possible to place them ...
1

J. Hume, An Account of the Provident Institution/or Savings (London, 1816),

p. 16.

* The consistency of this interest with the value of maximizing the independence of the poor should be evident.
2 Davis, Friendly Advice to Industrious and Frugal Persons, p. v; Horne, A
History of Savings Banks, pp. 23-6, 36-9; Rose, Observations on the Poor Laws,
pp. 12-17.
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2.... those banks should deal in the minutest sums .... If it were
only a shilling, it ought to be readily received.
3. The mode of transacting business should be as commodious as
possible; so as neither to perplex the customer, nor to consume his
time.
.
4. The places should be commodious .... Under proper regulations
at the post-office, much might be done by letter.
5. These banks should be enabled to pay interest upon the sums
of the labouring classes deposited with them ....
6. To preserve the precious fund deposited in these banks from the
cruel absorption under which it would suffer in the courts of law,
every dispute should, under an act of parliament, be determined
finally by a jury of twelve men, one half to be chosen by each of the
parties.!
Should there be a delay before any depositor could withdraw funds,
thus discouraging the impetuous actions of the irresponsible?
Should the funds of savers be invested in government bonds? Should
speculation in these bonds be permitted? Should banks be for
savings alone, or should they include annuity schemes for the poor?
These and other questions were argued energetically.2
On the question of the security of savings, The Philanthropist
recommended publicity of transactions, including public books,
general meetings of all contributors, etc. Furthermore, "it would be
desirable that a beginning should be made by obtaining the contributions of well-disposed [persons] to constitute a fund for paying an
interest on the deposits for those whose benefit the bank is intended.
The invitation to the people to come with their savings would then
act with peculiar force." 3 Several writers echoed this sentiment;
Haygarth added a recommendation that "we particularly solicit the
female sex to exert the beneficient and persuasive influence, which
they fortunately possess in society. They are endowed with the
largest share of the milk of human kindness." 4 Before 1817, in fact,
most banks relied on private guarantees of security by responsible
"On Frugality Banks," op. cit., pp. 7-8.
Ibid., pp. 4-5; Hume, An Account of the Provident Institution for Sarings,
pp. 11, 38, 44-5, 48; Beaumont, An Essay on Provident or Parish Banks, pp.
33-6, 43.
3 "On Frugality Banks," op. cit., pp. 11-13.
4 J. Haygarth, An Explanation of . . . the Provident Institution at Bath, f or
Savings (Bath, 1816), pp. 37-8. His sentiment reflects the apparent division of
responsibility in the family economy. The wife was more responsible for savings
and the standard package; thus the appropriateness of a female leadership
figure in the matter of savings. In fact, women were instrumental in the initiation
of several early savings banks. Below, p. 368. Also Beaumont, An Essay on
Provident or Parish Banks, pp. 39, 41.
t
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local community leaders) Others, however, found private support
unsatisfactory as a permanent basis for security. Hume complained
of the "hazard of private security," particularly if funds should be
loaned to persons of a:ffiuence in the community, and Burdett called
for some kind oflegislative support as banks became more numerous.2
The nature of possible governmental support itself was another
bone of contention. The Edinburgh Review held out for local autonomy in management· to avoid the "infinite confusion, trouble, and
expense" of governmental enactments. The Quarterly Review, on the
other hand, felt that "the assistance of the legislature might [in no
other way] be more usefully employed." Part of this dispute stems
from the differences between English and Scottish investment. The
Chartered Banks in Scotland were in a position to give great security
of funds locally, but private investment in England was "so formidable as to deter gentlemen from undertaking [Savings Banks]." 3
We have not attempted to exhaust these controversies between
1800 and 1817, but rather to illustrate the kind of issues which appear
in Step 5. Step 4 is a "campaign of principles" on values and basic
directions of change. Step 5 involves the next step in specification;
controversies in this step concern the means to carry out these
general principles. In terms of structural differentiation, therefore,
the social system has moved one step closer to the incorporation of a
new social unit.
Step 6. Est~blishment of Institutional Forms. "The campaign of
words was not ended when the real action began." 4 This real action
was the "entrepreneurial" phase of the sequence of differentiation.
While overlapping with Step 5, it differs from the earlier steps in so
I Lewins, A History of Banks for Savings, pp. 45-6. George Rose was instrumental in forming the Southampton Bank for Savings in 1815 and the trustees
included Lord Palmerston, the Rt. Hon. Sturges Bourne, and the Earl of Cavan.
Horne, A History of Savings Banks, pp. 64-5. The roster of the London Provident
Institution included the Duke of Somerset as President, eighteen peers and two
bishops as vice-presidents, and the names of managers included Sir T. Baring,
Patrick Colquhoun, Joseph Hume, Rev. T. Malthus, George Rose, David
Ricardo, Major Torrens, Nicholas Vansittart, J. C. Villiers, and W. Wilberforce.
Hume, An Account of the Provident Institution for Savings, pp. 7-8. Even after
legislative support was forthcoming in 1817, the same kinds oflists dominated the
boards of banks. Cf., for instance, the list of the Manchester and Salford Bank
in the Manchester Guardian, Aug. 11, 1821; also J. G. Shaw, History of the
Blackburn Savings Bank, 1831-1931 (Blackburn, 1931), p. 11.
2 Hume, An Account of the Provident Institution for Savings, p. 40; Burdett,
Annals of Banks for Savings, p. 47.
3 "Publications on Parish or Savings Banks," Edinburgh Review, XXV (1815),
pp. 145-6; "On Improving the Condition of the Poor," op. cit., p. 155; Hume,
An Account of the Provident Institution for Savings, pp. 54, 57.
4 Horne, A History of Savings Banks, p. 38.
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far as specific agents assume responsibilities for the success or failure
of a concrete project. The initiators of savings banks had to meet the
test in the world of action; the earlier planners and theorists in the
world of ideas. For the latter, failure meant dispute, unpopularity,
and intellectual discredit; for the former it meant collapse and
financial loss.
The types of pioneer savings banks established were almost as
numerous as the suggestions for their establishment in Step 5. The
first institution was a small enterprise in Tottenham in 1798. Several
ladies were the patrons· of this organization, which combined a
female benefit club, a loan society to prevent the use of pawnshops,
and a bank for the earnings of young children. In 1804 the Charitable
Bank for Children was extended to include the savings of adults.
Trustees handled the savings, which yielded 5% interest. In 1799 the
Rev. Joseph Smith began to accept weekly contributions from
parishioners, which were repaid at Christmas with a bounty for
economy, or earlier in cases of distress. Several years later John
Bone established a bank entitled "Tranquillity" in London, the plan
of which he publicized widely. The bank, run by "five highly respectable Gentlemen, wholly unconnected with the contrivance of
the Plan," was open to both sexes and to children, and received
deposits as small as 6d. In 1808 "four Ladies and four Gentlemen"
formed the Bath institution "to enable Servants ... to preserve what
part of their wages they could spare." Having noticed, however, that
the Tottenham bank had lost funds at 5%, the Bath trustees allowed
only 4%.1
Savings banks spread more rapidly in Scotland than in England,
no doubt because of the former'&superior investment system. Henry
Duncan began his famous parish savings bank in Ruthwell on the
friendly society model in 1810. This tiny bank had an elaborate procedure for deposits and withdrawals in an effort to encourage
frugality and independence among the depositors. It was an immediate success, its assets growing from £152 in 1810 to £922 in 1814.
The Edinburgh Bank, formed in 1818, had less complex management; all depositors received the same interest, with no rewards for
the exceptionally virtuous; and again the interest rate was fixed more
1 For information on these early attempts, cf. Burdett, Annals of Banks for
Savings, pp. 11, 13; J. T. Pratt, The History of Savings Banks (London, 1842),
p. xvi; Clapham, An Economic History of Modern Britain, pp. 298-9; J. Bone,
Outline of a Plan for Reducing the Poor's Rate (London, 1805); J. Bone, The
Principles ... of Tranquillity (London, 1806); J. Bone, The Friend of the People
(London, 1807), especially p. 28; Haygarth, An Explanation ... of the Prorident
Institution at Bath, for Savings, p. 1.
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sensibly at 4 %. During the next few years Scotland "was covering
itself with savings banks," adding as many as fifteen in 1815 alone.
Some followed the Edinburgh and some the Ruthwell model.
Generally, however, the simpler, more differentiated Edinburgh
system began to prevail.!
Meantime, the lack of security for investment had limited England's
progress to a few pioneer institutions. This obstacle was met in
several ways, none completely satisfactory: (I) Personal guarantors
safeguarded investments. Such a method was restricted to localities,
however. (2) Some banks invested, guarding against loss through
fluctuations by giving depositors returns smaller than those yielded
by the investments. Even this protection, however, could not weather
extreme fluctuations. (3) The Bath and Panton Street banks transferred the risks of fluctuation to the depositors.2 Each of these
methods protected the security of funds to a degree, but each fell
short of safeguarding, in a permanent way, the security required by
the family economy.
Notwithstanding these limitations, savings banks advanced after
1810, and accelerated between 1815 and 1817. By this time there
were seventy savings banks in England, four in Wales, four in Ireland, plus a great number in Scotland.3 Banking activities, furthermore, were becoming more and more differentiated. The early banks
were appendages of churches or were assimilated to the friendly
society. As the years moved on, the Edinburgh model, which broke
away from the communal aspects of earlier forms, began to predominate. The English banks, moreover, were larger and deviated
more from the friendly society. This trend toward the differentiation
of savings as such was the ultimate outcome of the original dissatisfactions with the savings functions of the friendly society.*
Curiously enough, however, the peculiar legislative arrangements
of the day slowed this trend toward greater differentiation. Because
of the Friendly Societies Act of 1793, savings banks could reap
administrative and financial benefits by calling themselves friendly
societies. The banks at Ruthwell, Kelso, Dumfries, and elsewhere
-filed as benefit clubs.
The regulations have a·ccordingly been submitted to, and approved
of by the Justices of the Peace of the districts. We applaud Mr. Duncan
1 Home, A History of Savings Banks, pp. 44-7; S. Hall, Dr. Duncan of Ruth well
(Edinburgh, 1910), pp. 57-8, 60-61; Lewins, A History of Banks for Savings,
pp. 40-51.
2 Home, A History of Savings Banks, pp. 59-64.
3 Pratt, The History of Savings Banks, pp. xix-xx.
* Above, pp. 358-61.
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for his ingenuity in so framing the constitution of his little banks as
to obtain for them the benefit which the law affords, and at the same
time to place them under the inspection of the civil magistrate,!
There were good reasons for a structural segregation of "savings"
from the more diffuse aspects of the friendly society, just as there
were good reasons for segregating the "trade union" from the
friendly society. Yet the legislative encouragements and discouragements of the war period postponed both.
Before 1817 the "entrepreneurs" of the savings banks were local
community leaders who · volunteered their prestige and sometimes
their financial backing for the savers. The Act of 1817 (57 Geo. III, c.
130) transferred this responsibility from private to public hands, and
thereby solidified the security of the deposits. Trustees were forbidden to profit from the banking operation by this Act. After the
deposits of a local bank reached £50, the trustees passed them to the
Commissioners for the Reduction of the National Debt, who
established a "fund for the banks of savings," invested the deposits,
and paid, in the beginning, an interest of £4 lis. 3d. a year per £100.
To prevent banks from becoming solely a haven for secure and highpaying investments, the Act limited depositors to £100 deposits in the
first year and £50 in any succeeding year.2 Of course this limit was
well beyond the saving capacities of the working people, and probably explains the fact that banks were not entirely working-class
institutions, especially in their early days.
The encouragement by legislative protection of funds is reflected
in the accumulation of banks after 1817:
Established before 1816
Established during 1816
1817
1818
1819
1820

England
6
74
57
119
30
3

Wales

Ireland

4
5
6
2

4
1
7
7
5

Total
6
82
63
132
39
8

It is said that Scotland had 182 banks by 1819.3
Up to 1827 the savings banks in England had £16,000,000 in

deposits. The rate of growth decreased after this date, so that by
1837, thirty years after the first legislation, just over £30,000,000 had
accumulated. This general upward course conceals a few jerks and
Burdett, Annals of Banks/or Savings, p. 18.
Clapham, An Economic History of Modem Britain, pp. 298-9; Home, A
History of Savings Banks, pp. 79-80.
3 Home, A History of Savings Banks, p. 80.
1
2
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starts, especially in panics and depressions, and the withdrawals
associated with the Reform agitation in 1831-2. After 1832, the
growth of total deposits continued to be "eminently satisfactory,"
dipping only in severe depression years such as 1837 and 1839. Such
reversals, furthermore, were minuscule when compared with the
general business crises in these years.l This fact indicates that savings
banks were oriented primarily toward security rather than speculation, even though they. were not exclusively repositories of workingclass family savings. This accent on security follows from our
assumption that savings banks were agencies geared primarily to the
family economy, in which considerations of security are paramount.*
One sequence in particular illustrates the importance of security
considerations in connection with savings banks. From an early
period Joseph Hume had urged a lower rate of interest in savings
banks so that the government would not continue to lose money. An
attempt to lower the rate occurred in 1824, and four years later, under
pressure from Hume, Parliament lowered the rate from £4 lls. 3d. to
£3 16s. 0-!d. The banks continued to lose, and Hume continued to
insist that security counted more than money gains to savers. Parliament again reduced the maximum rate payable to trustees to
£3 Os. IOd. in 1844. In one sense these reductions reflect the pressure
of the falling general interest rates from 1815 to mid-century. They
also show, however, the salience of security for the family. Through
the successive reductions, the depositors and deposits continued to
rise, thus tending to justify the comment in 1818 that "it would be
better that the interest should be £1 lis. 3d. than £4 lis. 3d. From
his [General Thornton's] knowledge of the lower orders of the
people, he was convinced that all they wanted was security for their
money." 2
How adequately did the savings banks fulfil their promise to
resolve the crisis in consumption in the working-class family? To
shed light on this question we shall examine the kinds of depositors,
both in terms of income level and in terms of occupational type.
- 1 Home, A History of Savings Banks, pp. 116-18; Lewins, A History of Banks
for Savings, pp. 89-97. For a background to the 1831-2 withdrawals, cf. Wallas,
Life of Francis Place, Chapters IX-XI, especially pp. 308-23.
* In formal terms the savings bank is an agency specializing in the stabilization
of the interchange at the EAa-EGa boundary, namely the interchange between the
family's earning power and its spending needs. Above, pp. 166-7.
2 For these developments, cf. Home, A History of Savings Banks, pp. 98, 101-3;
Lewins, A History of Banks for Savings, pp. 60-61, 68-9; Rostow, British
Economy of the Nineteenth Century, pp. 8, 17-19; Parliamentary Debates, Second
Series, XVIII, 1828, cols. 258-9; Third Series, XLIII, 1838, cols. 1283-91;
LXIV, 1842, cols. 1096, 1104-5; First Series, XXXVII, 1818, cols. 1156, 1177-8.
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One major criticism of the savings bank in the early nineteenth
century was that it did not appeal to the lowest income brackets, and
thus failed to reduce the poor-law burden and to stimulate the
economic independence of the working classes. If we examine the
average size of deposits, the charge seems justified. Between 1817 and
1827, only 400,000 persons had deposited the £16,000,000 with an
average deposit of £40, a sum as great as a total year's earnings for
many in the working classes. In 1824 Parliament passed a law
limiting deposits to £50 in the first year and £30 in succeeding years,
and prohibiting interest 'on amounts over £200. This reduction, plus
the gradually improving condition of the working classes, reduced
the average level of deposits in the next few decades. For all banks in
England, Scotland, Wales, and Ireland the national registrar found
an average account per depositor of £29 in 1841 and £27 18s. Od. in
1844, which marked a considerable fall from the 1820's.l
A related criticism dealt with the character of the depositors.
Early it was felt that "the various classes of artificers and handicraftsmen have it fully in their power to make a comfortable provision for their declining years; nay, even agricultural labourers, whose
earnings are upon the lowest scale of remuneration, have their
opportunity for saving." 2 Did such groups live up to this reputation?
An analysis of the ledgers of some early banks shows that
from a quarter to a half ... were domestic servants, the remainder
mainly artisans, small tradesmen, women, and children. There were
few unskilled labourers. The number of richer people depositing
was not substantial; their individual contributions were naturally
larger, but the statutory limits of deposit prevented any serious
abuse.3
In Bolton, for instance, the first 200 depositors in 1818 included 57
from industrial occupations (including 12 weavers), 44 servants, 53
children, 14 women and 5 friendly societies.4 Clearly the depositors
I For these developments, cf. Lewins, A History of Banks for Savings, p. 89;
R. Vivian, A Letter on Friendly Societies and Savings Banks (London, 1816),
p. 14; Horne, A History of Savings Banks, pp. 98-9; Parliamentary Papers, 1833,
VI, Manufactures, Commerce and Shipping, p. 33; 1852, V, Friendly Societies,
p. 33: J. T. Pratt, A Summary of the Savings Banks (London, 1846), p. 321; Pratt,
The History of Savings Banks, p. 79. The number of friendly societies depositing
in the banks was increasing (8,264 in 1841 and 10,203 in 1844). This meant that
the average size of deposits was decreasing still faster in the 1840's, since the
deposit of a friendly society included the deposits of a great number of individual
members.
2 J. Bowles, Reasons for the Establishment of Provident Institutions, Called
Savings' Banks (London, 1817), p. 5.
3 Horne, A History of Savings Banks, p. 97.
4 Ibid., p. 95.
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were not of the same groups-such as weavers, labourers, etc.who turned chronically to the poor-law authorities for relief. An
occupational breakdown of depositors in the Manchester and Salford Savings Bank, summarized in Table 14, shows the same results.
The proportion of domestic servants declined after 1820, possibly
because of their general decline in numbers, and possibly because of
the increasing prosperity of other classes. Another feature of the table
is the slow change in the respective fortunes of those "in factories,
warehouses, as porters, etc." and "weavers" (presumably hand-loom).
While the proportion of neither is exceptionally high in comparison
with groups like tradesmen, the proportion of weavers is particularly
small) Factory operatives, furthermore, increased slightly or held
their own while weavers gradually declined. In a bank report for 1843,
the category "weavers" disappeared altogether, and the new category
became "cotton spinners, weavers, their assistants and wives." 2
Hence the savings banks, like the friendly societies, seem to have a
paradoxical side. Both received encouragement because of dissatisfactions with the mounting poor-rates and with the structure of
consumption and savings in the working classes.
Presumably the founders felt these banks would relieve the poor.
In each case, however, the primary participants were not those
dependent on poor-law relief. Indeed, transitional groups like
weavers and agricultural labourers progressively withdrew from
friendly societies, education, and other "new" social forms. In fact
the savings banks did not help these sick groups, which struggled
helplessly to their deaths. Because of the growing differentiation of
the family under industrial conditions, however, the friendly society
and to a lesser extent the savings bank appealed to the "healthy"
1 In 1819, the time ofPeterloo, there were some 40,000 weavers in and around
Manchester and some 20,000 cotton factory workers. Read, "The Social and
Economic Background to Peterloo," op. cit., p. 3. As the factory system continued
its rise, and hand-loom weaving gradually died, of course, these proportions
gradually reversed.
2 In general, savings banks flourished more in rural than in industrial areas.
In 1831 the number of depositors in several manufacturing counties was 1/45 of
the counties' total population. The deposit per head of total population in these
counties was £13 7s. In several agricultural counties, the ratio was one depositor to
twenty-seven inhabitants, and the average deposit per head was £24 1s. H. D.
Morgan, The Beneficial Operation of Banks for Savings (London, 1834), Appendix
III, p. 58. Several factors undoubtedly accounted for such differences: (a) the
greater proportion of domestic servants in the rural areas, heavy savers in any
case; Ibid., pp. 16-17; (b) the tendency for city capital to flow into industrial
investment; (c) the tightness of rural organization which permitted more direct
influence of community leaders over the poor than in the more anonymous urban
centres.
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TABLE 14
PERCENTAGE DISTRIBUTION OF CLASSES OF DEPOSITORS,
MANCHESTER AND SALFORD SAVINGS BANK, 1821-391

Year
Description
1821 1822 1824 1825 1826 1827

1828

1830

1831

21·2 24·4 30·0 32·9 33·1

33·3

34·1

35·0

35·0

13·0

15·7

15·9

15·9

15·8

29·0 28·1 23·8 21·6 21·1 20·2
1·6 2·1
2·4 2·6 2·6
1·1
16·6 17·2 14·4 12·2 11·7 ll·5
2·0 2·3
4·0 4·7 4·8
5·2
1·4
1·7 2·4 2·9 3·0 2·8
1·7
1·8
1·1
1·2
1·7
1·8
14·6 11·4. 8·2 7·0 7·0 6·7

19·0
2·6
11·4
5·7
2·8
1·9
6-4

18·4
2·6
11·6
5·6
2.6
1·8
5·9

18·4
2·5
11·1
5·5
2·5
1·9
6·4

0·1

0-4

0·5

-- - - - - - - - - - - - - - -

Tradesmen, Shopkeepers,
Artificers, Publicans,
or their wives,
etc.
In Factories,
Warehouses, as
Porters, etc.
Domestic Servants
Widows
Minors
Weavers
Labourers
Farmers
Others not specitied
Friendly and
Charitable
Societies
Total number
depositors

-

12·0 13·0 14·4 14·8

0·4

-

0·1

0·1

0·1

1,679 2,438 4,877 6,952 8,100 9,985 12,425 16,480 18,423

Year
Description
1832

1833

1834

1835

1836

1837

1838

1839

- -- - - - - - - -- -- - -Tradesmen, Shop~
keepers,
Artifleers, Publicans, 35·4 35·3 35·6 34·6 34·0 33·3 32·8 32·5
or their wives,
etc.
In Factories,
Warehouses, as
15·8
15·7
15·9 16·1
15·6 15·4
15·8
15·7
Porters, etc.
Domestic Servants 18·4 18·3
18·2 17·9
17·6
17·5
17·6
17·5
2·6
Widows
2·5
2·7
2·7
2·7
2·8
2·8
2·8
10·9
Minors
11·4
ll·3
11·1
11·0
11·0 11·0 11·2
Weavers
5·0
5·3
5·2
5·1
5·1
5·0
4·8
4·6
Labourers
2·5
2·4
2·3
2·4
2·4
2·3
2·4
2·4
Farmers
1·9
1·9
1·8
1·8
1·6
1·5
1·7
1·6
Others not speci6·0
6·5
6·6
7·9
9·3
10·4
10·7
10·9
tied
Friendly and
Charitable
0·7
0·7
0·7
0·8
0·7
0·7
0·7
0·7
Societies
Total number
20,254 22,251 24,610 27,344 30,250 32,557 35,903 38,794
depositors
t Calculated from the annual reports of the Manchester and Salford Savings
Bank in the Manchester Guardian.
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elements of industrial society which were not dependent on the poorlaw in any case. Thus the paradox: savings banks had their genesis in
dissatisfactions with the condition of the poor; because of the transitional and desperate condition of the really poor, however, the
savings bank could not assist them; yet the banks provided, after all,
a cushion of stability in the sphere of consumption and savings for
the new, more differentiated elements of industrial society.*
Loan Societies, Building Societies and Annuity Plans. Along with
the savings banks these three arrangements began to appear. All
three are essentially specialized elements built on the principle of the
friendly society or the savings bank. Saving, as we have conceived it,
renders the relationship between a family's earning power and its
day-to-day consumption standards more stable and flexible. It
allows spending to proceed even though income may be somewhat
irregular. Furthermore, the principle of credit extends this stability
and flexibility by providing purchasing power temporarily in the
absence of earnings. The loan society, therefore, extends the principle
of savings one step further. The building and annuity societies, on
the other hand, are units specialized according to goals. One of the
friendly society's main goals was to provide for the contingencies of
sickness, old age, and burial. The annuity society specializes in oldage relief alone, and in this sense is more differentiated than the
friendly societx. Similarly, the building society specializes in housing
-a large and inflexible expenditure.
George Rose, the framer of the 1817 legislation on savings banks,
felt that loan societies should not be an aspect of the banks. "Let us
apply our whole exertions in support of the Banks; the other, however benevolent and useful, is a subordinate object." 1 Nonetheless,
an interest in supporting loan societies stayed alive. Woodrow
launched a plan in 1818, which was followed in 1831 by Maitland's
suggestion for associations "whereby the industrious classes could
borrow, as well as deposit savings." Osborne suggested similar
reforms in 1835. In the end Parliament supported loan societies only
indirectly by enacting in 1834 that societies could be formed for any
1egal object. In 1835 the Loan Societies Act made the support more

* As Table 14 shows, the greatest proportion of depositors came from classes
not directly influenced by the industrial revolution-tradesmen, publicans,
domestic servants, etc. Yet even for these groups the growing significance of
money and money-bought products made the need for money savings greater.
The very extension of the market made these service groups more dependent on
money income.
1 Rose, Observations on Banks for Savings, p. 33. Apparently several persons
had brought the possibility of connecting the two to his attention. Parliamentary
Debates, First Series, XXXIV, 1816, col. 516.
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direct.l From a legal standpoint, therefore, loan societies were
indistinguishable from friendly societies; from a structural standpoint they pushed the specialization of these clubs further.
Building societies, originating in the early nineteenth century, also
were encouraged indirectly by the general1834legislation concerning
friendly societies' purposes, and directly by legislation in 1836.
Though these societies had grown rapidly in the early 1830's, these
acts accelerated their progress. By the end of 1848, 2,000 such
societies had registered .in the United Kingdom.2 Thus, while both
loan and building societies were just emerging, their place among
friendly societies was not insignificant in the 1840's. Of the 486
friendly societies registered in Lancashire for 1842, their names
indicate that some 109 were devoted explicitly to loan and 136 to
building purposes.3
Several annuity schemes were alive in the eighteenth century, but
all had been discarded for one reason or another. Around the turn
of the century a pamphlet addressed to the poor praised the advantages of annuity societies over benefit societies in general. In 1822
Ricardo entered a petition calling for governmental support of an
annuity system. A decade later Maitland suggested that savings
banks be extended to include annuity arrangements. These sample
suggestions were underscored by the fact that friendly societies
apparently were ceasing to provide old-age benefits for their members.
By an Act in 1833, therefore, depositors were allowed to purchase
governmental annuities through savings banks. Annuity payments
could commence at any age, benefits were freed from income tax, and
payments and benefits were calculated on the basis of standardized
tables. Thus the annuity establishments became a differentiated
aspect of savings banks.4
These outgrowths from the friendly society illustrate the major
1 Woodrow, Remarks on Banks for Savings and Friendly Societies, especially
pp. 3, 7; J. Maitland, Considerations addressed to all Classes on ... a National
Banking and Annuity System (London, 1831), pp. 18-19, 28-30; S. G. Osborne,
The Prospects and Present Condition of the Labouring Classes (London, 1835),
pp. 7-8; Baernreither, English Associations of Working Men, p. 305.
2 A. Scratchley, A Treatise on Benefit Building Societies (London, 1849),
pp. 5-6. Building societies often combined the financing of housing arragements
with old-age benefits, fees for placing boys as apprentices, etc., thereby retaining
some of the general functions of the old friendly societies. Nevertheless, their
emergence marks a differentiation within the friendly society movement.
3 Parliamentary Papers, 1842, XXVI, Friendly Societies, pp. 289, 294. Possibly
these numbers should be increased, since the name of a friendly society did not
always reveal its purpose.
4 Moral Instruction Addressed to the Working Classes, pp. 186-9; Maitland,
Considerations addressed to all Classes on ... a National Banking aJZd Armuity
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theme of our analysis, namely that as the expenditures for family
consumption moved from the home into the market, new social units
differentiated as buffers for the family's tenuous market position.
The rise of these units-savings banks, loan, building, and annuity
benefits, as well as the consolidation of the friendly societies- themselves-conforms roughly to the sequence of structural differentiation. To conclude this chapter, let us analyse the rise of still another
buffer unit in the sphere of consumption-the co-operative store.
THE RISE OF THE CO-OPERATIVE STORE FROM
THE EARLY CO-OPERATIVE MOVEMENT

Early Steps. We have outlined the "disturbed" elements of cooperation in the 1820's and 1830's. This regressive movement promised to erase a multitude of working-class ills by a massive process of
absorbing the whole of industrial society into small, compact,
multi-purpose communities. Our treatment in Chapter X, however,
was limited to the disturbances traceable to the family's division of
labour, and co-operation's promise to return to less differentiated
forms of economic endeavour.
Co-operative thinkers also found friendly societies-which
specialized in consumption and savings-as unsatisfactory as most
other parts of capitalist society. William Thompson considered the
insurance schemes against disabilities to be mere "palliatives." For
him they were

necessarily imperfect, inevitably excluding the very poor, the most in
need, from their benefits, and inapplicable to many of the most
grievous casualties of life, such as the permanent impotence of a
greater or less degree of intensity, unequal capabilities of exertion
of women, casualties of orphanage, miscalculations in trade, etc.I
Naturally the co-operative community not only would prove
superior, but also would supersede these imperfect agencies. In fact,
Ihe next two decades did bring forth new co-operative units; far from
superseding the old friendly society, however, they were a further
differentiation of a buffer unit in the family's new market environment. These new units were the co-operative stores.
Step 5. Attempts to Specify. Shortly after the "campaign of
principles" of the co-operative movement had reached a pitch in the
System, pp. 38-40. Lewins, A History of Banks for Savings, pp. 69-70. For an
account of the annuities granted through savings banks, cf. Parliamentary Papers,
1842, XXVI, Return of Annuities, pp. 269-70.
1 Labor Rewarded, p. 64.
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middle 1820's, outlines of several means to hasten the millennium
began to appear (Step 5), and attempts to establish co-operative
communities materialized (Step 6). Intermingled as these two steps
were in the late 1820's and early 1830's, we shall discuss them
separately.
In earlier times an occasional group had tried to relieve uncertain
spheres of consumption* by the establishment of co-operative enterprises. These associations, mostly corn-mills and baking societies
among working-class persons, were relatively rare, purely commercial, limited to skilled artisans in seaport towns, and apparently
directed toward resisting the high prices of private traders. In any
case, working-class attempts to organize the marketing of the basic
necessities were sporadic before the 1828-32 surge.l
The co-operative "campaign of principles" (Step 4) continued
through the 1820's with tracts, books, and periodicals promising the
millennium in the form of co-operative communities. Toward the
end of this period a concern with more practical problems (Step
5) emerged, e.g., how to obtain capital to rent plots of land for
communities. In 1827 the Co-operative Magazine suggested, in
an article entitled "How to procure funds for a Co-operative
Community," that members of societies sell articles to each other
wholesale and utilize the profits to establish full-scale co-operative
communities. William Thompson formulated these ideas more
systematically several years later in a book entitled Practical Directions for the Speedy and Economical Establishment of Communities. He
defined the method of co-operation as "the voluntary union of the
industrious or productive classes, in such numbers as to afford a market
to each other, by working for each other, for the mutual supply,
directly by themselves, of all their most indispensable wants." 2
Such a mutual trading association was, of course, a half-way house
in terms of co-operation's ultimate ideals. The full division of labour
among members remained intact, and benefits consisted of gains via
the establishment of monopolistic buyer-seller agreements in a small

* Analytically the basic consumption items-bread, sugar, clothes, etc.belong in the standard package (EAa), and the problem of maintaining a stable
and steady supply of them is a problem of assuring stability at the EAa-EGa
boundary. Hence it is analytically parallel to the savings bank, loan society, and
friendly society, even though its focus is on the "standard package" rather
than the "personal savings" aspect of this interchange. Above, pp. 173-7.
1 Potter, The Co-operative Movement in Great Britain, p. 44.
2 Practical Directions, p. 1. For a list of periodicals beginning in 1822 and
flourishing particularly between 1826 and 1832, cf. Holyoake, The History of
Co-operation in England, pp. 106-7, 115, 118, 123, 125-6, 129, 132-3, 135, 177-82.
Also Podmore, Robert Owen, pp. 383-4.
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sector of the market. Theorists themselves recognized this compromise, but reminded members that mutual trading was only an
expedient:
All [trading associations have] the intention of ultimately forming
themselves into complete Co-operative Communities as soon as they
shall have saved out of their trading fund ... an additional sum
sufficient to stock and, rent the land necessary to afford them wholesale food.l
So the Utopian elements remained, even though co-operators were
now turning to more practical problems.
Most of these practical projects developed in the absence of Robert
Owen, who was engaged in co-operative experimentation in Indiana.
Not long after his return to England, he produced two gigantic
schemes for realizing the co-operative ideals quickly and completely.
The first promised to defeat the capitalist system by establishing a
National Labour Exchange. Labour notes, or promises to work so
much time in return for another's labour, were to replace money,
thus eliminating middlemen and profit-makers from the contemporary scene. The second scheme was the Grand National Consolidated
Trades Union, which, like the labour exchanges, touched off a
supercharged but fleeting response.2
Step 6. Establishment of Institutional Forms. In addition to the
schemes, there ·were several attempts to create societies which might
realize, more or less imperfectly, the ideals of co-operation. In the
1820's and 1830's, the co-operative organizations were of three
types:
(I) purely educational and propagandist bodies, preaching the whole
social gospel of Owenism, and including a great many Owenite
sympathizers who were not of the working class .... (2) Co-operative
Stores or Shops, mostly run by enthusiastic Owenites. . . . (3)
societies of producers, aiming at Co-operative production of goods
and looking to the Stores to provide tliem with a market.3
The third type blended with several attempts to establish full-scale
co-operative communities, such as the Orbiston Community begun
in 1825, the Dowlands Devon Community of 1827, and Thompson's
projected plan for a community in Cork. Most of these attempts at
complete co-operation collapsed shortly after their initiation.4
1 Thompson, Practical DireCtions, p. ii.
2M. Kaufmann, Utopias; or Schemes of Social Improvement (London, 1879),
pp. 102-3; above, pp. 253-4.
3 Cole, A Short History of the British Working Class Movement, pp. 114-15.
4 The history of these communities is described by Podmore, Robert Owen,
pp. 347-91, and by Holyoake, The History of Co-operation in England, pp. 271-93.
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In the late 1820's co-operative societies began to increase rapidly
in number. By the beginning of 1830 there were about 300 small
stores, trading asociations, and resident communities in the United
Kingdom. After two more years, this figure was between 400 and 500.
"England, Ireland, and Scotland were studded, England especially,
in Yorkshire and Lancashire, with co-operative manufacturing and
provision associations." Congresses began in Manchester in 1830.
In the following year Robert Owen spoke to a meeting of forty-six
co-operative societies from the north of England, at which time a
general union of societies of the north was proposed.l
These small co-operative societies rested on shaky foundations,
however, partly because of the persons involved and partly because
of difficult situations:
Several ... stores were destroyed by success. The members for a
time made money, but having no idea of capitalising their profits ...
the shareholders simply found success monotonous. Some betook
themselves to other enterprises more adventurous, and their places
not being filled the society in time dwindled away. In other cases
insufficient capital prevented profitable competition with shopkeepers; in some cases want of religious toleration broke up the
society. Others fell through when their novelty wore off, the members
having ulterior objects. In more cases bad management ruined the
concern. In possibly quite as many instances scoundrel managers
extinguished the society.z
Since the stores possessed no legal status, embezzlers of funds could
not be prosecuted. Most of those attracted to co-operative communities were described as persons "already degraded by starvation
and idleness" and "poets, enthusiasts, dreamers; reformers of all
things, and the baser sorts of disbelievers in any." On the market
side, women complained about having to limit their purchases to
one shop.3
Thus the societies contained the seeds of their own failure. The
Equitable Labour Exchange of 1832-3 and the Grand National
Consolidated in 1833-4, however, applied the finishing touch. In the
former, the issuance of labour notes from a central office in London
began in September, 1832. If a craftsman worked one hour and
turned his product over to the central exchange, he received a labour
1 Podmore, Robert Owen, pp. 396-7; Holyoake, The History of Co-operation in
England, p. 188; Manchester Guardian, May 28, 1831.
2 Holyoake, The History of Co-operation in England, pp. 188-9.
3 Potter, Tlze Co-operative Movement in Great Britain, pp. 51-2, 29-30;
Holyoake, The History of Co-operation in England, p. 347; Owen, Threading 1\fy
Way, p. 228; Podmore, Robert Owen, p. 421.
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note, which represented a demand on another tradesman for one
hour's work. In the first few days products flooded the central
warehouse, and some tradesmen began to accept labour notes as a
medium of exchange. Participants in the scheme soon began to
discover, however, that their labour notes were less valuable than
conventional money; the problem of calculating differential wage
rates also arose. Depo~its continued to accumulate in the warehouse,
however, and the labour exchange struggled along until its ignominious collapse in 1833. The demoralizing effects of this and later
failures in provincial cities were compounded by the collapse of the
Grand National Consolidated in the following year. "The disastrous
year 1834 broke up many of the Co-operative Societies and reduced
those that survived into quiescence." 1
So much for the ill-fated "entrepreneurial" attempts at co-operation in the late 1820's and early 1830's. Except for a few in Scotland,
the co-operative stores remained inactive between 1834 and 1844.
The general disorganization of working-class aims (especially between
1837 and 1842) applied as well to the aims of the early co-operative
leaders. Owen himself, who had become "a visionary pure and
simple," organized a series of plans to achieve the millennium"New Age," "New Moral Worlds," and a "Universal Community of
Rational Religionists." William Lovett, James Watson, and Henry
Hetherington turned their energies from co-operation to the People's
Charter.2
As the economy pulled out of a depression in the early 1840's,
working-class interest in co-operation revived. The monumental
date in this revival was 1844, when a small group formed the Rochdale Equitable Pioneers. This store survived as a model for the cooperative movement throughout the nineteenth century. The
Pioneers, it should be noted, were committed firmly to the ideals of
earlier "disturbed" movements such as Chartism, Socialist Cooperation, and Teetotalism. In fact, one of their objects was to
establish "as soon as practicable ... a self-supporting home colony
of united interests, or to assist other societies in establishing such
colonies." 3
Besides these ideals, however, was a direct and hard-headed
Podmore, Robert Owen, pp. 402-23, 452.
Clapham, An Economic History of Modem Britain, p. 316; Fay, Life and
Labour in the Nineteenth Century, p. 64; Holyoake, The History of Co-operation in
England; Potter, The Co-operative Movement in Great Britain, p. 56.
3 Potter, The Co-operative Movement in Great Britain, pp. 60--62; G. Holyoake,
The History of the Rochdale Pioneers (London, 1893), pp. 9-10; Bland, Brown,
and Tawney, English Economic History, p. 643.
1

2
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attention to practical details. One object in Rochdale was to establish
a store for basic provisions, clothing, etc.* Housing and land were
to be acquired for residence and employment of unemployed
members. The store's administrative arrangements showed an even
closer attention to practical detail. Profits were to be divided
quarterly among members after deducting for expenses of management, interest on loans, capitalization, etc. The society demanded
high-quality staples, and insisted on cash payments both for goods
bought and merchandise sold, thus safeguarding the credit position
and liquidity of the organization.!
Hence the co-operative stores of the 1840's differed qualitatively
from the ideal communities of the late 1820's and 1830's. The latter
promised a community responsible for all of man's economic and
social needs, a community which would absorb capitalism in a great
process of de-differentiation. The Rochdale model assumed, on the
other hand, a differentiated market structure. Rather than absorb
the economic institutions of society, the store operated as a buffer to
safeguard the security of the family by ensuring quality, low cost,
savings in the form of dividends, and presumably distributional
efficiency. The new co-operative store, like the old co-operative
community, wished to eliminate the conventional middleman. It
would eliminate him, however, by becoming a better middleman in
the new industrial market structure. Far from de-differentiating the
economic roles of society, the new co-operative store added a new
social unit to join the friendly society, savings bank, and trade union
as a buffer between the new family and its economic environment.
The society's policy of relief shows the same acceptance of a
differentiated market structure. In the Rochdale system, the plot
of land was no longer felt to be the medium whereby the whole
division of labour might be erased; co-operative work on the land
now tided over periods of unemployment in the existing industrial
system.
After its formation the Rochdale store expanded rapidly. By the
end of 1845 there were eighty members and a capital of £181 12s. 3d.
In this year the store also allowed small dividends, thus assuming a
function similar to the savings banks. In the depression years between
1846 and 1849, not only did the Rochdale store thrive, but other
stores opened, e.g., in Bacup, Todmorden, Leigh, Salford, Padiham,
and Middleton. By 1851 there were 130 stores on the Rochdale

* The content of objects sold in these stores was uniformly part of the "standard package" of necessaries. Luxuries and non-essential services were avoided.
I Holyoake, The History of the Rochdale Pioneers, p. 47; Potter, The Cooperative Movement in Great Britain, p. 62.
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model, with an estimated total membership of something like
15,000.1
Nearly all the early stores were in the north or the Scottish midlands, both manufacturing districts. Though aloof from the more
fanciful schemes two decades earlier, the factory operatives gave
warm support to the co-operative movement after the Rochdale
experiment. In some cases trade unions took a direct interest, e.g.,
when the Oldham spinners' association took a piece of land to
support unemployed members, and when the Bolton union established a store in 1851.2
In 1850 a small conference of several co-operative societies was
held in Rochdale. Meetings continued regularly during the next
decade, and in 1863 the Lancashire co-operatives were instrumental
in forming the "North of England Co-operative Wholesale Society,"
which later became the "English Wholesale Society," with an
elaborate national organization. By 1871 there were almost 1,000
co-operative stores in England. Three-fourths of these-i.e., those
making complete returns to Parliament-had 260,000 members, a
capital of £12,500,000, an annual business of £47,000,000, and an
annual profit of £4,000,000.3
Co-operative stores, therefore, like the new unions and the
savings banks, had their greatest days after our period ends. Nevertheless, it is possible to observe how the stores established their foothold in a process of structural differentiation. Beginning with a
period of disturbance, the co-operative movement began to concern
itself with several institutional problems which had resulted from the
gradual differentiation of the family unit from industrial production
and marketing. The resulting gulf between the family and economic
processes required social units to stabilize the family's position in the
market. Having been pushed into disequilibrium through a process
of differentiation in the industrial revolution, therefore, the working
classes in turn initiated several sequences of differentiation which
produced new social units to protect the family in its new industrial
-environment.
1 Holyoake, The History of the Rochdale Pioneers, p. 16; Clapham, An Economic History of Modem Britain, p. 599.
2 Clapham, An Economic History of Modern Britain, p. 599; Chapman, The
Lancashire Cotton Industry, pp. 230-31; Webb Manuscripts on Trade Unionism,
Vol. XXXV, pp. 72-4; Vol. XXXVI, p. 66.
3 Potter, The Co-operative Movement in Great Britain, pp. 88-9; Owen,
Threading My Way, p. 227.
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CHAPTER XIV

THE QUESTION OF EXPLANATION IN
WORKING-CLASS HISTORY
In the past five chapters we have covered many important sectors
of British working-class history-the history of strikes and the
development of trade-unionism; the rise of factory agitation and the
pattern of factory legislation; the excesses of early co-operation and
the emergence of co-operative stores; the occurrence of violence and
pleas for assistance, and so on. Furthermore, we have related these
and other phenomena to one major explanatory principle, namely
that the family economy of several classes of labour was undergoing
a process of structural differentiation.
To appreciate this explanation, we must consider it on several
levels. First we constructed an abstract model of change which proposed that under appropriate historical pressure, the units of a social
system would differentiate by a determinate sequence-dissatisfaction, disturbance, handling and channelling, encouragement of
ideas, attempts to specify new social units, attempts to establish new
social units, and routinization of established units. Second, we
phrased this model in terms of the family as a social system, thus
specifying the precise units of the family which are subject to
historical pressure and which might differentiate structurally.
Finally, we examined the course of working-class history in the late
eighteenth and early nineteenth centuries in order to illustrate that
much social turmoil, unrest, experimentation, and legislation fitted
into appropriate sequences by which the family economy was
emerging as a more specialized social unit. Hence the nature of our
"explanation" was to relate a multitude of complex social phenomena
to a single set of analytical propositions without varying the logic of
the propositions themselves.
The scheme of structural differentiation certainly is not meant to
encompass all other possible explanations of the same phenomena.
To be sure, it overlaps with some explanations-e.g., that which
traces the factory operatives' unrest to their desire to max1m1ze
their short-term wages and protect their long-term economic
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position. On the other hand, the model of differentiation conflicts in
places with explanations such as the Marxist or that based on laissezfaire presumptions. I shall compare and contrast the value of four
competing accounts of early nineteenth-century working-class
history: (1) the "economic" explanation which refers social turmoil
to wage and welfare conditions; (2) the Marxist explanation in
Capital; (3) the approach of the "British Socialist" school; (4) the
approach of a revisionist laissez-faire historian.
Social Unrest and the Workers' Economic Conditions. Is not the
model of structural differentiation too elaborate and cumbersome
as an explanation of the factory operatives' outbursts in the 1820's
and 1830's? Were not these disturbances simply manifestations of
the operatives' desire to maximize their short-term economic welfare
and to protect their long-term earning power? Because a simple
explanation is preferable to a complex one, should we not prefer the
"economic" explanation to the "structural differentiation" scheme?
Several disturbances do fit plausibly into the "economic" explanation. In Chapter X, for instance, we isolated two types of strikes
among the factory operatives: (a) those attempting to advance
wages in times of business prosperity; (b) those attempting to resist
introduction of superior machinery. In the first the operatives were
attempting to maximize their short-term wage position; in the second
they were trying to protect their occupational position by resisting
long-term displacement. Even here the two elements of the economic
explanation conflict a little, because the spinners not discharged by
the improved mules enjoyed a wage advance. In spite of this, they
opposed the new machines. Since the cotton operatives opposed the
machinery consistently and uniformly, however, we might suggest
safely that when the two prinCiples of the economic explanation
conflicted, the desire to protect long-term economic security was
stronger than the desire for short-term gain.
Again the agitation for ten hours is reducible to the spinners' attempt
to protect their own economic position. To limit child labour to ten
hours would have prevented children from flooding the industry and
displacing adult males. To reduce adults' hours to ten, moreover,
not only would spread the work among more employees, but also
would produce the same wages for less labour (short-term economic
gain). To keep the children at work was also essential, however,
because children contributed to the income of the adult spinner. The
evasions of the Factory Act of 1833 also reflect the operatives'
economic position; spinners overworked their own children both to
augment their own wages and to avoid paying two relays of children.
All these disturbances make sense in terms of the twin economic
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principles of short-term economic gain and long-term economic
security. The model of structural differentiation, far from conflicting
with such an explanation, provides a criterion for determining which
of the two economic principles was salient at any given time. When
the operatives' position was under structural pressure, their desire
to maintain their long-term economic security predominated over
their desire to maximize their short-term wage position. By referring
to the logic of differentiation, therefore, we may distinguish between
the two types of strikes consistently and sort out the several causes
of the factory agitation. Hence the model of structural differentiation
supplements rather than conflicts with the economic explanation in
this case.
Yet the original question remains. Why choose the model of
structural differentiation when the economic explanation seems to
explain the same phenomena equally plausibly? Why load the simpler
explanation with the excess baggage of the more complex one? To
answer these questions we must turn to some of the phenomena which
pose greater analytical difficulties for the economic explanation.
The economic explanation seems to require "stretching," for
instance, if it is to account for the factory agitations after the Factory
Act of 1833. These agitations were, we may recall, (a) to reduce
children's and adults' hours to eight under a gigantic plan for
national regeneration; (b) to raise children's hours to twelve; (c) to
raise children's hours to ten and simultaneously to reduce adults'
hours to the same; and (d) to ensure a ten-hour day and avoid
relays by restricting the motive power of machinery. The spinners'
interest in shortening their own hours and thereby spreading the
work among more workmen lay plausibly behind the efforts to
reduce adult labour to eight, and later to ten hours. But why the
agitation for twelve hours (1835) which was sandwiched between the
demand for eight (1834) and that for ten (1835-7)? Perhaps the
interest in twelve hours stemmed from the short-term prosperity and
a demand for labour. Yet the demands for eight, twelve, and ten,
respectively, all occurred in the period of rising prosperity between
1834 and 1836. Presumably, furthermore, the operatives' interest in
reducing hours to ensure employment for all was strongest not in
prosperity, but in depression periods, such as 1833, 1837, and again
in 1846-7.1 The common element in these post-1833 agitations seems
not to be a desire for short-term gain so much as a desire to equalize
the hours of children and adults, thus re-establishing, to a degree, the
older, less differentiated structure of the family economy.
1

Above, pp. 217-19.
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Perhaps, on the other hand, the activity between 1834 and 1837
manifested the operatives' attempt to re-employ children at low
wages, thus avoiding the relay system and the higher-paid adolescent
assistants. This explanation, while feasible for the mid-1830's, is less
convincing for the early 1840's, when the agitation for ten hours
revived but the question of linking the labour of adults and children
dropped out entirely. Perhaps we might account for the operatives'
strategy in the 1840's' by saying that the spinners "gave up" their
attempt to restore the adult-child relationship and resigned themselves to the adult-adolescent relationship. To say this, however, is
to take leave of the "economic" explanation, and to slip into a vague
sort of psychological explanation based on "fatigue" or "frustration." The scheme of structural differentiation, on the other hand,
treats the changing strategy of the operatives in the 1840's as one
part of the same sequence of social change; in the early 1840's the
family economy was approaching a new level of differentiation of the
nuclear family unit in which the major economic significance of
young children had been removed from the family.
Perhaps, to return to the economic explanation, the ten hour
agitation was a function of the wage-level in the sense that the
turmoil intensified when wages were either falling or rising. Yet in
the 1820's, when real wages were rising rapidly, the ten-hour day
became a subject of the operatives' interest. In the 1830's, when real
wages were stationary or falling slightly, this interest continued.
Between 1837 and 1841, periods of depression and unemployment,
their interest lagged completely, even though the desire to "spread"
employment among as many workmen as possible should have been
great in these years. Finally, in the early and middle 1840's the
agitation for ten hours reached new heights, even though the industry prospered between 1843 and 1846 and the operatives' real
wages began to rise rapidly again.l
Not only does the economic explanation lose force in the face of
these positive instances of social turmoil in the absence of economic
_determinants, but the early nineteenth century produces several
negative instances as well. The years of unemployment and distress
between 1837 and 1842, for instance, were apparently not years of
vigorous political turmoil among the cotton factory operatives. They
embraced the Chartist principles, to be sure, but not the more
violent and activist variety. Their trade-union activity and factory
agitation floundered. Yet this period imperilled their earning power
directly. Why was their political activity less evident in this period
t

Chapter IX, Appendix A, for a discussion of wage trends and fluctuations.
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than in others-e.g., 1829 to 1834-particularly when many other
working groups were politically impassioned in the late 1830's and
early 1840's?
Another negative instance concerns the changing character of the
factory agitation. Whereas operatives agitated furiously to link the
labour of adults with that of children under thirteen throughout the
1830's, they dropped this interest entirely in the 1840's and took up
the ten-hour day for adolescents and women. Why did the interest in
using the labour of young children apparently die?
In my opinion the model of structural differentiation overcomes
some of these explanatory shortcomings of the economic model.
Basically, the former treats the receipt of wages as an integral part of
the division oflabour. Within a given division oflabour the operatives
maximize short-term wages. When, however, the structure of labour
is endangered, their interest in augmenting short-term wages is overshadowed by longer-term forces. The first of these forces is a set of
"symptoms of disturbance" among the groups under pressure, the
aims of which are to safeguard or restore those elements of the
division of labour which are directly under pressure. In the case of
the cotton factory operatives the elements under pressure were the
apprenticeship system, the traditional wage structure, the control of
labour recruitment by kinship and community ties, the limitation of
assistants, etc.-in short, the fusion between the family's economic
functions and its more general moral and educational functions. The
disturbances between 1823 and 1837-the "structural strikes," the
factory agitation of 1831-3, the evasions of the Factory Act of 1833,
the attitudes expressed toward female and child labour, the flirtation
with co-operative Utopianism, etc.-represent an attempt to safeguard and restore the fusion between the family economy and other
family functions. Through the 1830's and into the 1840's, however, as
the family progressed through its later stages of differentiation, the
operatives' interest in these "disturbed" movements waned. Hence
they were not drawn fully into the Chartist agitation in the late
1830's. In addition, when the ten hour agitation revived in the 1840's,
it lacked the "regressive" elements of the earlier turbulence. In the
1840's, in short, the family economy of the factory operatives, having
reached a later stage in the sequence of differentiation, was looking
not toward restoring the older family form but toward consolidating
the new.
In addition to its greater explanatory consistency, the model of
structural differentiation promises to explain a wider range of phenomena than the economic argument. Two sets of phenomena from
our period come to mind: (a) In the eight hour agitation connected
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with National Regeneration in 1834, the elements of co-operative
Utopia commanded the operatives' attention. Why? (b) Dur.i.ng the
factory agitation, the symbols of health, morals, sexual behaviour,
parental authority, etc., were used as arguments for ten hour legislation. Why these symbols and not others? If one remains within the
confines of the economic explanation, he often assumes either
an indifferent or cynical attitude toward these symbols, i.e., either
that they were unimportant or that they were rationalizations to
cover the operatives' more basic economic aims. Both attitudes, however, can yield only ad hoc explanations of the content of these symbols. They cannot explain why these particular "rationalizations"
appeared rather than others. To utilize the model of structural differentiation of the family, however, promises an intelligible interpretation of these particular symbols. According to this model,
the early co-operative ideology and the "rationalizations" for
factory legislation bore an appropriate symbolic relationship to
the contemporary structural pressures on the family of the factory
operatives. I
Marx' Capital. One of the major historical problems to which Karl
Marx addressed his theory of economics concerned the conditions of
labour under classical capitalism. I shall sketch briefly some of the
"theoretical boxes" which Marx constructed, then attempt to assess
their success in interpreting the working-class history of the late
eighteenth and early nineteenth centuries. I shall not recapitulate
Marx' entire theory of capitalism, but only those segments relevant
to the conditions of labour.
Marx' key concept is that of surplus-value generated by capitalist
production. The "value" element lies in the famous Marxist assumption that "the products of labour, so far as they are values, are but
material expressions of the human labour spent in their production."
A commodity is "only the material envelope of the human labour
spent upon it." 2 This is the Marxist version of the labour theory of
value. The exchange of commodities, furthermore, is an exchange of
_these labour values as imparted to objects. When a weaver sells his
linen and buys a Bible,
The result of the whole transaction, as regards the weaver, is this,
that instead of being in possession of the linen, he now has the Bible;
instead of his original commodity, he now possesses another of the
same value but of different utility. In like manner he procures his
1 Chapter X explores this symbolic connection between disturbance and
structural pressure in detail.
2 Capital, pp. 45, 37, 63.
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other means of subsistence and means of production. From his
point of view, the whole process effectuates nothing more than the
exchange of the product of his labour for the product of someone
else's, nothing more than an exchange of products.!
Such is the basis for producing and exchanging commodities. The
"surplus" component of surplus-value arises when a capitalist buys
a commodity (valued at so much by the labour theory of value) and
sells it with the object not of using the commodity but of money gain.
The way to create such a·surplus, moreover, lies only in purchasing
labour power from the workers directly, applying it to production,
and pushing it to excess. " ... The surplus-value results only from a
quantitative excess of labour, from a lengthening-out of one and the
saine labour-process. . . ." This exploitation underlies capitalist
profits, and the rate of profit (as well as surplus-value) is "an exact
expression for the degree of exploitation of labour-power by capital,
or of the labourer by the capitalist." 2
The creation of surplus-value through exploitation also determines
the capitalist's motivation. "The directing motive" of capitalist
production is "to extract the greatest possible amount of surplusvalue, and consequently to exploit labour-power to the greatest
possible extent." Marx referred again and again to the "passion of
capital for limitless draining of labour-power," the "blind eagerness
for plunder," the "capitalist greed for surplus-labour," the "lust for
gain," and the "appetite for more profit." 3
How does the capitalist maximize his surplus-value? In an
absolute sense, he merely extends the work-day beyond that portion
necessary to produce goods worth the labour-value of the workers.
"To appropriate labour during all the 24 hours of the day is ... the
inherent tendency of capitalist production."4 To maximize his
relative surplus-value, the capitalist can increase the productivity of
his plant, thus reducing the labour-time necessary to produce his
commodities. Then he can depress his prices, undercut his competitors, and thereby enhance his profits. Furthermore, by employing
women and children, the capitalist reaps the surplus labour of the
entire family by forcing all its members to work for subsistence.
Finally, to intensify the work in a given hour-sometimes as a
reaction to legal restrictions on hours-achieves the same exploitative end.5 The capitalist thus presses for long hours, intensively
worked by all ages and both sexes.
Capital, p. 78.
Ibid., pp. 321, 222-3, 267, 404.
s Ibid., pp. 304-9, 365-92, 404.
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Ibid., pp. 123-33, 179, 200-l.
Ibid., pp. 219-20, 241, 400-7.
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The effect on the labourers is the physical and moral deterioration
so often linked with the industrial revolution in Great Britain:
The capitalistic mode of production ... produces ... with the
extension of the working day, not only the deterioration of human
labour-power by robbing it of its normal, moral and physical, conditions of development and function. It produces also the premature
exhaustion and death of this labour-power itself.!
The workers' natural reaction to exploitation is to range themselves
in opposition. "The contest between the capitalist and the wagelabourer dates back to the very origin of capital." 2 The form of this
opposition depends, of course, on the exact conditions of production;
under capitalism in the early nineteenth century, for instance, the
workers attempted to resist long hours, the intensification of labour,
the displacement of male by female and child labour, etc.
If we are to convert this characterization of capitalism into an
explanatory device, we should assume that many phenomena resolve
into attempts of the workers and capitalists to maximize their
respective positions-the capitalist to augment surplus-value through
exploitation and the workers to resist this exploitation to the best of
their ability. Thus, according to Marx, the evasions of the Factory
Acts represent the capitalists' attempt to regain their exploitative
position prior to 1833. Again, Marx referred to the legislation before
1833 as the "purely nominal ... concessions conquered by the workpeople" who were beginning to group into a class movement. The
later Acts, furthermore, were "not at all the products of Parliamentary fancy. They developed gradually out of the circumstances
as natural laws of the modern mode of production. Their formulation, official recognition, and proclamation by the State, were the
result of a long struggle of classes." 3 Phenomena are rendered
intelligible, in short, by reference to the struggle between capitalists
and workers.
According to this explanatory device, the behaviour and attitudes
of the working classes in the late eighteenth and early nineteenth
-centuries should resolve into reactions against the several exploitative tactics of capitalists-displacement of adult males, intensification
of labour, long hours, injustices to women and children, etc. How
effective is exploitation and its resistance as an explanatory device?
Let us consider the cqnditions of labour leading up to the first
factory legislation in 1833. Marx described the last third of the
eighteenth century as "a violent encroachment like that of an
1
3

Capital, pp. 250-51, 393-400.
Ibid., pp. 264-9.

2

Ibid., p. 427.
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avalanche in its intensity and extent. All bounds of morals and nature,
age and sex, day and night, were broken down . . . . Capital celebrated its orgies." Exploitation was at its highest. Marx asserted
further that "as soon as the working class, stunned at first by the
noise and turmoil of the new system of production, recovered, in
some measure, its senses, its resistance began." 1 As we have seen,
however, working-class agitation to shorten hours and improve
conditions did not appear until several decades after the bitterest
exploitation of the early factory system. Further, when the antagonism between master and worker flared over the question of hours in
the 1830's and 1840's, the conditions of exploitation-hours, wages,
health, etc.-were improving. Finally, after the Factory Act of 1833
was passed, it was both workers and capitalists who co-operated to
evade the Act, lengthen hours, overwork children, and thereby
increase the level of worker exploitation in the Marxist sense. The
workers' agitations throughout the 1830's display this same interest
in perpetuating the system of child labour.2
Hence we meet several positive instances of exploitation which did
not manifest themselves in worker resistance, and several negative
instances of diminishing exploitation accompanied by violent
worker opposition to the capitalists and to the government. May we
account for these instances within the Marxist scheme? In the case
of the workers' delayed resistance to exploitation in the early days of
the industrial revolution, we might rely on the frequent assertion
that the workers were "unawakened" in some sense. "It took both
time and experience before the workpeople learnt to distinguish
between machinery and its employment by capital, and to direct
their attacks, not against the material instruments of production, but
against the mode in which they are used." 3 To fall back on this
qualification, however, is to "stretch" the original explanatory
principle based on the inherent characteristics of capitalism by
introducing an indeterminate "learning principle" as an appendage
to the original explanation.
Again, in connection with the workers' evasion of the Factory
Acts, it is possible that they were so exploited that they were forced
in turn to exploit their own children. This explanation also seems to
stretch the original picture of two classes ranged chronically against
each other, for it introduces the possibility of co-operative exploitation of the very lowest workers by both capitalists and workers.
Furthermore, those workers who broke the law (primarily the adult
1
2

3

Capital, p. 264.
Above, pp. 238-41, 243-4, and 214-15.
Capital, p. 429.
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male spinners) were improving in welfare during the whole period of
exploitative capitalism.
A third possible qualification of the explanatory device based on
"class struggle" is that the capitalists yielded on the question of
factory legislation because of their own exploitative desires. Marx
held that
apart from the working-class movement that daily grew more
threatening, the limiting of factory labour was dictated by the same
necessity which spread guano over the English fields. The same blind
eagerness for plunder that in one case exhausted the soil, had, in the
other, torn up by the roots the living force of the nation.!
Possibly the capitalists had begun to discover that shorter hours
contributed to productivity. To accept this argument, however,
strikes at the very heart of the Marxist definition of capitalist motivation: "to extract the greatest possible amount of surplus-value, and
consequently to exploit labour-power to the greatest possible extent."
The capitalists may have continued to be driven by the first aim, but
if we admit their new insight into the nature of shorter hours, the
"and consequently" is exploded.
Even granting these "stretched" or "weak" elements of the explanation based on the class struggle, a still more serious explanatory
problem arises within the Marxist scheme. This concerns the concept
of exploitation itself. Using Marx' assumptions, we are able to discover a clear element of exploitation as a backdrop for the factory
agitation of the 1820's and 1830's-the increase of productivity by
the introduction of superior machines, and the displacement of
adult male labourers (hence the increase of relative surplus-value).
Yet at the same time certain other kinds of exploitation were
apparently diminishing. The production of absolute surplus-value
was decreasing with the gradual diminution of hours, and real
wages were rising. Which kind of exploitation do we choose as the
genesis of factory agitation among the operatives? And why was not
the absolute exploitation through long hours the subject of a similar
·agitation earlier? If we wish to explain the factory agitation on the
basis of exploitation, in short, we must define exploitation sufficiently
precisely to be able to determine when it is present and when it is
absent. In the Marxist conception the components of exploitation are
long hours, displacement of adult labour, increasing productivity,
overwork of females and children, etc. Since these are not ranked in
degree of exploitativeness, it is possible to discover some kind of
exploitation at all times in the late eighteenth and early nineteenth
1

Capital, p. 222.
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centuries. Yet the workers acted as if they were engaging in a class
struggle only on very specific occasions. These occasions, moreover,
cannot be discriminated from less warlike occasions by utilizing the
loose category of "exploitation."
The · same problem arises in connection with female and child
labour. Marx interpreted this in terms of the capitalist's search for
surplus-value. "Compulsory work [of every member of the workman's family, without distinction of age or sex] for the capitalist
usurped the place, not only of the children's play, but also of free
labour at home within moderate limits for the support of the family."l
Despite Marx' exaggeration of the "free" character of labour and the
"moderate" limits of work in the domestic system, the switch to
factory labour should have constituted exploitation for the factory
workpeople and evoked corresponding resistance. 'Yet while domestic
textile workers resisted entering factory labour in the eighteenth
century, it is clear that neit_her long hours nor female and child
labour were the subject of violent resistance until the family divison
of labour began to crack.
In my application of the model of structural differentiation, I have
not denied that the working classes were the victims of exploitation
in the Marxist sense. I should like to reject the notion, however,
that "exploitation," which existed in certain measure all through the
industrial revolution, can be converted into a satisfactory explanatory
principle governing the attitudes and behaviour of the working
classes. In many cases it simply misses the facts; in other cases it
must be stretched to include the facts; and above all, its categories
are so general and inclusive as to occasion a weakening of the
explanatory power of the scheme. It seems to me that it is less
embarrassing analytically to interpret cases of outright conflict
between the classes as disturbed reactions to specific structural
pressures rather than as the manifestations of a permanent state of
war between them.
The Approach of the British Socialists. In this category I rather
rashly include the \Vebbs, the Hammonds, G. D. H. Cole, and
Hutchins and Harrison. Perhaps one or more of them would disagree
with this grouping. All are similar, however, in the sense that their
sympathy is in certain respects "on the side" of the working classes
of the period, and their explanation of many historical events rests
on the assumption that the workers were fighting their way out of
misery. In this assumption they are not far from Marx.
In other ways, of course, these historians differ radically from
1

Capital, pp. 391-2.
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Marx. Their outlook is neither so explicit nor so elaborate, and one
finds no long streams of logic to connect notions such as "surplusvalue," "exploitation," etc., even though these and similar words are
used by socialist historians. Furthermore, because these scholars are
perhaps more nearly "straight" historians than Marx, it is more
difficult to locate their guiding assumptions. One must look to the
byways of their research, such as the introductory or concluding
remarks on subjects like the Combination Laws.
How does the notion of misery-which characterizes all these
historians' writings-operate as an explanatory principle in workingclass history? Basically, the workers rioted because they were
miserable; they fought for short hours in justified response to
miserable conditions; they struck because the capitalists and ruling
classes joined to increase their misery. Thus G. D. H. Cole, in
assessing the effects of the industrial revolution, said,
The period of the Napoleonic wars, and the economic crises which
succeeded it, is the blackest chapter in the whole history of the
British working class. Driven from the land by enclosures, made
redundant or exposed to the competition of child-labour by the new
machines, exposed to relentless persecution because of the fears
engendered in the mind of the governing classes, both by the misery
and by the "awful portent" of the Revolution in France, and
enwalled in the hideous, stinking purlieus of the new factory towns,
the workers underwent a long agony, from which they emerged at
length exhausted and docile, into the Victorian era. In this age of
misery, and as the child of misery, the British Labour Movement
was born.l
Hutchins and Harrison agreed that "socially and industrially the
first two or three decades of the nineteenth century form a gloomy
period, in which . . . it took twenty-five years of legislation to
restrict a child of nine to sixty-nine hours a week, and that only in
cotton mills." The Webbs found the same gloominess in the Combination Acts of 1799-1800, and the Hammonds judged the early
-conditions of labour to be so bad that "in respect of hours and
general conditions [the apprenticeship children] were indeed worse
off than slaves of a different colour." 2 In another place they described the witnesses before Sadler's Committee in 1832 as
A long procession of workers, men and women, girls and boys.
Stunted, diseased, deformed, degraded, each with the tale of his
A Short History of the British Working Class Movement, p. 39.
Hutchins and Harrison, A History of Factory Legislation, p. 21; Webb, The
History of Trade Unionism, p. 64; Hammond, Lord Shaftesbury, p. 10.
1
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wronged life, they pass across the stage, a living picture of man's
cruelty to man, a pitiless indictment of those rulers who in their days
of unabated power had abandoned the weak to the rapacity of the
strong.!
What was the nature of this misery? In general it was economicdepression of wages, displacement of adult males by women and
children, speeding up machinery, slum conditions, long hours,
filth, etc. Political suffering was its complement, however, for the
workers were victimized politically when they attempted either to
relieve their economic miseries directly or to join political movements.
What caused this misery? The Hammonds spoke of the "fashionable
philosophy of the day: the creed which held that human happiness
was best secured by giving to capital absolute control over the lives
and liberties of men and women." Cole seemed to accept the Marxist
notion that the capitalists pressed directly upon the proletarian
class.2 While the authors differ, however, they all assume that the
causes of misery came from above, very likely from a league between
the capitalists and the governing classes.
Hence the British Socialist definition of the early industrial
society became semi-Marxist in the end; on the one hand there
existed a body of neglectful or positively exploitative groups, while
on the other there was a corresponding body of workers which was
miserable (though the term was not defined so explicitly as Marx'
term "exploited"). Justifiable hostility thus governed the workers'
behaviour. Their social movements manifested a struggle to overcome the conditions of misery. In addition, the humanitarianism of
Shaftesbury and others was largely a justified and natural response
to the workers' conditions:
Ashley, whose name comes to every mind that dwells on the dark
passages of the Industrial Revolution, has outlived nine out of ten
of the Cabinet Ministers with whose ambitions and fears he wrestled
for the children of the mill and the pit. He was not a constructive
thinker, but by sheer persistence he shamed his age out of its principles, and the Factory Acts and the Mines Act, that preserve his
reputation for humanity and patience, are events of the Victorian
age not less decisive than the measures that removed from the
government of England some of the worst of its ancient abuses.3
The Town Labourer, p. 171.
Hammond, Lord Slzaftesbury, p. 14; Cole, A Short History of the British
Working Class Movement, p. 130.
3 Hammond, Lord Shaftesbury, p. 9. Of course, the Hammonds do not consider that the humanitarian drive was the only force behind the factory movement.
Ibid., p. 24.
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To explain working-class reforms of the period as a product of the
opposing forces of misery on the one hand and humanitarian
indignation on the other seems to penetrate the problem only
partially. True, humanitarian sentiment occupied an important
place in the factory agitation; further, humanitarians were bitten
with a sense of disgust with the conditions of the factories. Yet the
embarrassing paradoxes of the early factory system reappear. Why
did the humanitarian 'indignation with hours and other conditions
"wait" through fifty years of factory horrors? Certainly humanitarianism was strong before 1830. It seemed, however, to concentrate
only secondarily on industrial conditions, particularly when compared, for instance, with its focus on the abolition of slavery. Why,
furthermore, did humanitarians choose the factory conditions in the
1830's when misery (as defined by the humanitarians themselves)
was greater in many other trades? The appearance of humanitarianism, in short, like the social movements which it charged with
energy, was very irregular in the early nineteenth century. It was not
correlated perfectly with certain "objective" conditions of misery
upon which it was based. Humanitarianism thus cannot be reduced
to a natural reaction to the miserable conditions of the age; it
requires an independent explanation.
More generally, to treat misery as a condition which initiated the
labour movement is to employ a term which, like Marx' "exploitation," is so general as to be omnipresent in the industrial revolution.
Yet its presumed consequences-the fight for short hours, union
activity, etc.-were sporadic and even non-existent for long periods.
Furthermore, since misery had a number of components such as long
hours, low wages, accelerated machinery, slum conditions, etc., any
one of these can be located if another is not present. For instance,
when Cole discovered that the factory operatives' real wages in the
early nineteenth century had actually risen, he countered with the
explanation that their general level of welfare had nevertheless fallen:
_Changes of [the workman's] character cannot be measured by the
recital of mere figures about wages .... Moreover, the most drastic
change caused by machinery had little to do with wages. The crying
evil of the first half of the nineteenth century was less the low wages
than the horrible factory and housing conditions and the inhumanly
long working day. The working day not only grew longer, but was
also made, under factory conditions, far more intense. Especially in
the case of women and children, there was nothing to check remorseless speeding-up throughout a working day in itself intolerably
prolonged. And at the end of it the lodging to which the workers
returned was usually a stifling and insanitary den, rushed up with no
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regard for comfort or sanitation to meet the rapid expansion of
population in the factory towns.l
Such logic explains both too much and too little about working-class
history. It explains too much in so far as it traces all sorts of phenomena, by painfully extended reasoning, to a general misery, when
these phenomena clearly had more specific roots in the social
structure. It explains too little in so far as (a) it reduces all movements
to a response to misery and therefore cannot account for the divergent directions of these social movements; (b) it does not explain
why these movements did not occur at other times when the components of misery were equally stark. Hence the "misery" logic is confronted with negative instances in so far as the operatives were very
selective and irregular in attempting to work their way out of misery.
My position does not deny misery. Indeed, the working classes
suffered the most basic kinds of physical and psychological deprivations in the industrial revolution. On the other hand, terms like
"misery" are too general as explanatory concepts. They cannot
explain why misery erupts into disturbance only now and then, and
only in certain directions and not in others. They cannot explain
why humanitarianism arises to correct misery only at certain times
and in certain contexts. It seems to me that to characterize the
pressures on the working classes in more specific structural terms
accounts more adequately for the timing and direction of both
social movements and humanitarianism than to rely on extremely
general terms like "exploitation" and "misery."
A corollary of the explanatory principle based on some sort of
class struggle is 1he treatment of many workers' actions simply in
terms of tactics. Hutchins and Harrison, while they did not stress the
misery of the workers unduly, assumed that they agitated for short
hours primarily to spread the work among adult males and thereby
control the labour market.2 While this was an element of the agitations which occurred in depressions, we have observed the weakness of
this explanation to account consistently for the operatives' behaviour)
At any rate, given this motive, the authors adopted a "tactical"
explanation for many of the operatives' manoeuvres. Concerning
their agitation for women's hours in 1841, for instance, Hutchins
and Harrison reflected as follows on the operatives' attitudes:
We have seen that, prior to 1833, concern for the children had been
the alleged reason for the desire for a ten hours day. After 1833,
1
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A History of Factory Legislation, p. 48.
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when it was found that the reduction of the hours for children had
been effected, but in such a way as not to limit the labour of adults,
concern for the children could no longer be used as an argument for
a ten hours day, and the reformers openly demanded the regulation
of all factory labour enforced by a restriction on the motive power.
In 1841, when they began to realise that it was hopeless to get the
hours of children again increased to ten hours, and that a restriction
on the motive power was not yet within the sphere of practical
politics, they turned their attention to the women and fought the
battle "behind the women's petticoats" .. .1
The reason the operatives omitted motive power in 1841 was "probably due only to the fear of alienating the sympathy of the Government." The authors admitted that the pressure to limit women's
hours in 1841 rested on the growing numbers of female factory
operatives, but the real weight behind their argument seemed to lie
in "some fear that the women were displacing the men." 2 The men
were fighting for their own hours, in short, and in this connection
they were "using" children and women.
This "tactical" explanation leaves several questions unanswered.
Why did the workers drop the children's argument in the 1840's?
Why had they not "hidden behind the women's petticoats" before?
Why did the arguments concerning women's labour continue
through 1843--:6, when prosperity was continuous and the threat of
displacement weaker? In the end, in fact, the "tactical" explanation
must assume, like the straight "economic" explanation, an ad hoc
position with regard to the content of the workers' agitations. We
have attempted, on the other hand, to interpret the changing
direction of the operatives' agitation in terms of the changing
structure of the family, the changing significance of women's and
children's roles in the home, and the changing significance of
leisure. Such an interpretation seems to generate more specific
solutions to the question of how and why the operatives changed
their behaviour during the 1830's and 1840's than the straight
"tactical" approach.
Modem Laissez-faire. A number of historians have reacted
against these gloomy interpretations of capitalist history. Perhaps
the most explicit rejection may be found in a small volume entitled Capitalism and the Historians, edited by F. A. Hayek, and
containing essays by T. S. Ashton, W. H. Hutt, and others. While
the authors devote much of their effort to establishing the fact
that the factory operatives' real income was improving, Hutt's
1
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essay on the factory system also touches on the problem of social
structure.
Ifutt is concerned in part with rescuing early capitalists from the
ill-deserved reputation of cruelty and inhumanity smeared upon
them by the literary sentimentality and the Tory anti-business circles
of the age. By comparing the factory workers with those in other
occupations, and by examining the limited evidence of the period,
Hutt concludes that the millowners were not only innocent, but in
many cases were "men of humanity." 1
Perhaps more important, Hutt questions the alleged misery of the
working classes from the standpoint of health and morals. In
particular, he disputes the authenticity of the Sadler Committee's
evidence and the reliability of the contemporary medical testimony,
and passes favourably on the operatives' health, physical condition,
and morality, particularly in comparison with other working groups.
Hutt's "negative contribution," then, is to cast doubt on conventional historical assumptions and explanations.
Having discovered the questionable basis for the claims of the
antagonists of the factory system, however, Hutt proceeds to deny
all bases for the Factory Acts which limited working hours. Indeed,
the supposed benefits of these Acts were "largely illusory" and sometimes positively harmful, because they drove children from wellmanaged factories into "workshops and the smaller factories" or
into domestic industry where "conditions were at their worst." 2
Even for children remaining in the cotton factories, the Acts were
useless. The incorporation of larger, improved machinery, Hutt
claims, was eliminating child labour in any case. In addition, "there
would have been some fall in hours and some elimination of child
labour following increasing real wages, legislation or no legislation.
Both are expressions of a demand for leisure, and leisure is only
demanded after the more primary of human wants are amply satisfied." 3 On the question of improved machinery, Hutt seems to have
missed the facts; the bigger, better mules and the power-looms of the
1820's and 1830's called forth children, young persons, and women.
Furthermore, while higher wages led to the general reduction of
child labour, we discovered a positive structural basis for removing
work-people to the home. The new machinery was threatening
1 "The Factory System of the Early Nineteenth Century," op. cit., pp. 165-6,
179-82.
2 Ibid., p. 185. Marx agreed that in domestic industries and workshops, conditions were worse from the standpoint of overwork and exploitation. Capital,
pp. 464-5.
3 "The Factory System of the Early Nineteenth Century," op. cit., p. 184.
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family functions by modifying the work arrangements in the factory,
and these family functions were being re-established, by a process of
differentiation, in the home. I
Hutt concludes his critique of orthodox social historians as follows:
. . . first . . . there has been a general tendency to exaggerate the
"evils" which characterized the factory system before the abandonment of laissez faire ~nd, second . . . factory legislation was not
essential to the ultimate disappearance of those "evils." Conditions
which modern standards would condemn were then common to the
community as a whole, and legislation not only brought with it
disadvantages, not readily apparent in the complex changes of the
time, but also served to obscure and hamper more natural and
desirable remedies.2
I would suggest that the first conclusion is a contribution to historical
research. The second, however-which is a reaffirmation of the
laissez-faire ideology that either there were no evils or that the evils
would have disappeared anyway-is incorrect, primarily because
Hutt ignores the strains imposed by the changing factory system on
the family and community life of the working classes. Because he can
find that the agitators' claims were not literally true, he assumes that
their literal falsity implied a complete absence of reasons for factory
legislation. Consequently the agitators' statements are viewed implicitly as sham, rationalization, or error. It apparently did not occur
to Hutt that an explanation for the Factory Acts might be found
outside the realm of health and morals as conceived in the ideologies
of the day-namely that physical and moral evils justified the Acts, or
that there was no justification. Hutt, in short, accepts the dimension
of "laissez-faire" vs. "correction of evils" as the only possible basis
for accounting for the rise of factory legislation. As we have seen, to
rest upon either end of this dimension leaves us without a satisfactory
explanation for the progress of factory agitation and factory legislation. This is not to say that this ideological dimension was not
important in the minds of thinkers and politicians in the early
nineteenth century. Yet to convert it into an explanatory scheme
for analysing the social history of the period is an illegitimate analytical exercise which underlies Hutt's misconceptions of the early
factory system.
1
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CHAPTER XV

s·UMMARY OF THE ANALYSIS
Our basic problem in this research has been to characterize and
explain the growth or development of social systems. To this end we
have attempted to apply in two separate structural contexts-the
industry and the family-a model of differentiation which posits a
typical sequence of events which occurs when the system increases
in complexity. The sequence begins when members of the system in
question (or some larger system) express dissatisfaction with some
aspect of the system's functioning (Step 1). This dissatisfaction may
concern role-performance in the system, the utilization of its
resources, or both. In either case the dominant values governing the
system legitimize the expression of the initial dissatisfaction. Accompanying the dissatisfaction, furthermore, is the prospect of facilities
to overcome the source of dissatisfaction. The immediate responses
to the dissatisfactions (Step 2) are undirected or misdirected symptoms of disturbance-phantasy, aggression, and anxiety. Even
though non-specific with regard to concrete methods of overcoming
the dissatisfactions, these symptoms are related symbolically to the
original foci of dissatisfaction. Gradually these disturbances are
brought into line by mechanisms of social control (Step 3), and their
energy turned to the generation of more specific solutions for the
original problems giving rise to the dissatisfactions. In this way future
lines of action are encouraged (Step 4), specified (Step 5), and tried
(Step 6). The social units which emerge, if the sequence is successful, constitute a structure more differentiated than the old. The new
units, being more specialized, function more effectively than the old.
Finally, after a period of extraordinary progress, the new units are
consolidated into the social system and thereby routinized (Step 7).
In order to make this abstract statement more determinate
theoretically, we had to face several difficult analytical problems
connected with social change. How to identify the units of the social
system in question, both before and after the differentiation has
occurred? How to characterize the initial dissatisfactions? How to
describe the directions of change, and how to relate these directions
to the original dissatisfactions? How to describe the path of change
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in a determinate way? These questions lay behind our extended concern with (a) the functional analysis of the social system, and (b) the
table of resources utilized in the social system.
(a) By characterizing a social system in terms of invariant
functions-goal-attainment, adaptation, integration, and patternmaintenance-we thereby created a set of reference points whereby
the more concrete units of social structure could be classified. More
important perhaps, the fact that these functions remain constant
throughout a sequence of change means that we possessed a number
of dimensions by which to characterize the directions along which
the changing structure of the units moves. To choose a simple
example, the control of fixed capital ( CA) was not differentiated from
the processes of production (CL) in the putting-out industry. Both
were aspects of the household. When the factory system invaded the
textile industries late in the eighteenth century, one of its directions
of change involved a greater differentiation of units specialized in
these two functions. The functional problems of capital control and
production remained invariant; the structure of the industry differentiated, however, along the CA-CL axis. The functional analysis
of a social system, therefore, provides us with a set of stable reference
points to analyse a social system in flux.
(b) By characterizing the structure of resources in a social system,
we provided fi1;:st a statement of the foci of dissatisfaction with the
performance of the units of the system. At the same time, these foci
provided a set of reference points for characterizing the precise
points at which the resources undergo change in a sequence. For
example, we found that the problems of discipline and authority
(I-5) were salient foci of dissatisfaction with the putting-out system.
Correspondingly, we found the concern with discipline to be paramount in the early factory system. Furthermore, because the
resources of a social system are organized in a system of diminishing
generality, we were able to outline a point-for-point correspondence
between the seven steps of structural differentiation and the state of the
system's resources in each step. For instance, in Step 2, the resources
generalize "beyond Levell" as the regressive symptoms of disturbance
break out; in Step 3 the resources are brought back to Level 1 by
the exercise of various kinds of social control; and so on. Hence the
table of resources provides not only a statement of reference points
for the beginning and end of a sequence of differentiation, but provides
a set of categories for describing the path of change at each step.
Our concern with the functional analysis of a social system and
with the table of resources was therefore to enhance the theoretical
determinacy of the model of structural differentiation. To examine
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the model's empirical workability, however, we had to bring this
abstract formulation "down to earth" to interpret some aspects of
the British industrial revolution. First we re-phrased the functional
analysis of a social system in industrial terms-with control over
production as "goal-attainment," control over capital as "adaptation," and so on. On these bases we could classify the roles involved
in industrial production at any given moment. In addition, we outlined the structure of industrial resources, both in terms of their
genesis outside the industry and their utilization in the industry.
The starting-point for ·a sequence of structural differentiation of
these roles (and reorganization of the resources) is the historical
appearance of dissatisfactions with industrial production (Step 1).
This dissatisfaction may be directed at classes of economic agents,
or may be phrased in terms of the misallocation or misuse of the
resources of labour, capital, and organization. Whatever the specific
foci of dissatisfaction, however, it is justified and legitimized in terms
of the current values relating to production. Before any specific
action is taken to overcome the sources of dissatisfaction, diverse
symptoms of disturbance appear (Step 2). Next a number of agencies
of social control engage in a series of holding operations against
these disturbances to prevent them from reaching disruptive proportions (Step 3). Simultaneously there is a reaffirmation of the basic
values governing production and an encouragement of ideas designed to implement these values in new, more effective ways
(Step 4). Inventions and experiments in rearranging the division of
labour carry these ideas to a still greater degree of specification
(Step 5). Finally, entrepreneurs translate these suggestions into concrete attempts to reorganize the basis of production (Step 6). If successful, the entrepreneurial attempts lead to an explosive growth
of production, capitalization, profits, and reorganization, which
return gradually to routine levels as the new methods become consolidated in the industrial structure (Step 7).
In Chapters IV-VII we applied this formal statement to the cotton
industry of Great Britain during the industrial revolution of the late
eighteenth and early nineteenth centuries. Our structural startingpoint was the putting-out and domestic system of manufacturetreated as a social system-of the mid eighteenth century. \Ve first
observed the fusions between this system of manufacture and the
family-community structure of the time. The initial signs of dissatisfaction with these methods of production appeared in various complaints concerning productive bottlenecks, imbalances between
spinning and weaving, and the masters' inability to control the workl?eople under the putting-out system (Step 1). The expanding foreign
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and domestic markets for cotton textiles in the middle and late
eighteenth century aggravated such dissatisfactions. The complaints
were legitimized, furthermore, by the values invigorated by the recent
burst of Wesleyan Methodism, particularly in the manufacturing
districts. Initially the complex of growing demand, complaints, and
favourable legitimizing values gave rise to a period of scapegoating
the working classes and dreams of immediate fortunes (Step 2).
After this initial period of confusion, inventors and entrepreneurs
turned to the more practical business of overhauling the productive
apparatus. Over the next several decades the factory system conquered the cotton industry gradually and irregularly with the successive introduction of the spinning jenny, the water-frame, the mule,
the power-loom, the steam-engine, and the organizational changes
accompanying each. To each of these innovations we applied the
model of differentiation. By its logic we traced the structural modifications of production, the behaviour of economic indices such as
production, capitalization, and innovation, and the occurrence of
"regressive" symptoms of disturbance such as movements for protectionism and favouritism among various classes of manufacturers.
We qualified each sequence of differentiation, furthermore, by
reference to the influence of "external" factors such as the Revolutionary and Napoleonic war period.
For our second major field of empirical application of the model
of differentiation, we turned to the family of the working classes.
The principles of applying the model to a family economy are identical with those of applying it to an industry, even though a family is in
no sense an industry except in so far as both are social systems.
First we refilled the abstract concepts of a social system with categories appropriate to the family economy. In this operation we identified
the major functions of the family economy as the generation of
motivation appropriate to occupational performance (goal-attainment), the utilization of family income to this end (adaptation), the
organization of family roles (integration), and the processes of
socialization and tension-management (latency). In addition, we
classified the several resources which the family economy utilizes in
fulfilling these functions.
As for the dynamics of family reorganization, a sequence of
structural differentiation begins when dissatisfaction is expressed
over the performance of familial roles or the utilization of familial
resources (Step 1). Frequently industrial pressures on the family
generate such dissatisfactions. As in the industrial case, the expression of these dissatisfactions is given the weight of legitimization by
reference to the dominant family values of the time. When these
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conditions, plus a sense of opportunity, are present, the stage is set
for the differentiation of the family economy. The first reaction to the
dissatisfactions is the appearance of symptoms of disturbance, which
are classifiable into phantasy, aggression, and anxiety, and which are
traceable to the original foci of dissatisfaction with the family (Step
2). At first these disturbances are handled by mechanisms of social
control (Step 3). Only after these more explosive elements are
brought into line is it possible to take the more positive steps of
encouraging ideas (Step ~), specifying lines of social action (Step 5),
and translating these ideas into definite social experiments (Step 6).
If these latter steps are successful, one or more new social units takes
its place in the social structure (Step 7). In the family economy, as in
the industry, the salient directions of the final differentiation correspond to the salient foci of dissatisfaction with the older units.
We applied this model of differentiation to two subsectors of the
family economy: (a) the family division of labour; (b) the structure
of family consumption.
(a) In the early nineteenth century the technological changes in the
cotton industry created the conditions of urbanization, industrial
centralization, and depersonalization of the factory community.
More specifically, the enlargement of mules and the introduction of
power-looms threatened to separate the labour of children from that
of adults (often parents). These technological pressures, while long
in the making, reached a critical point in the mid-1820's. For the
family economy of the factory operatives, the pressures represented a
serious dissatisfaction (Step 1). The worker and his family could no
longer work on the old basis which fused the family economy with
other, more general family functions. If the worker refused to accept
the new conditions of employment, he could no longer support his
family satisfactorily; if he accepted labour on the new basis, certain
non-economic relations in his family-particularly the rearing of
children-might suffer. These pressures, magnified by an appeal to
independence and personal responsibility as a family value, pressed
for a thoroughgoing reorganization of family relationships.
The factory operatives, especially the adult male spinners, reacted
immediately and fiercely to this pressure in a number of disturbed
social movements (Step 2)-a series of vigorous but unsuccessful
strikes to resist the improved machinery; a commitment to the ten
hour agitation of the 1830's, one effect of which would have been to
preserve the old work structure; a prolonged attempt to subvert the
Factory Act of 1833, which threatened to separate the labour of
adult and child even further; and a brief though intensive flirtation
with the Utopian co-operative movement.
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To outline how these disturbances eventually led to new and more
differentiated family units, we analysed first the course of factory
legislation in the 1830's and 1840's. Parliamentary investigation of
the factory question represented a process of "handling and channelling" the disturbed elements of factory agitation (Step 3). Factory
legislation between 1833 and 1847, in its turn, gradually eased the
family structure into more differentiated directions (Steps 4-6). The
working-class family which emerged about the time that the ten-hour
day became normal was more specialized than the factory family of
a quarter-century earlier; the economic performance of adults and
children was segregated definitively, and certain minimum educational responsibilities had slipped from the family to an embryonic
school system under the Factory Acts.
Meantime, the domestic hand-loom weavers were slowly differentiated "out" of the industry by the more productive hand-loom
and power-loom factories. Until the hand-loom weavers were
absorbed into other trades-a process which took many decadestheir history was a story of one symptom of disturbance after another
(Step 2)-pleas for assistance; schemes for artificial perpetuation of
hand-loom weaving by means of permanent legislative support;
violence; heavy emigration; withdrawal from community functions;
and attraction to a sequence of Utopian schemes.
We also traced the history of trade-unionism in the early nineteenth century as a simultaneous though distinct line of differentiation in the family economy. Thrown into disorganization by the
technological changes of the 1820's and 1830's (Step 1), the unions
displayed several symptoms of disturbance in these years (Step 2).
Gradually, however, through police activity, governmental investigations, public debate, and journalistic controversy, these disturbances
were brought into line (Step 3). Later, by a sequence of exploration,
debate, speculation, and social experimentation (Steps 4-6), the
unions rose to a point of greater specialization in the 1840's than, for
instance, as friendly societies in the eighteenth century or as the
e_mbryonic unions of the Napoleonic war period. In the important
respects, therefore, this evolution of unions conformed to the model
of structural differentiation.
(b) The signs of dissatisfaction with the structure of consumption
in the late eighteenth century (Step I) dealt with the inability of the
poor-laws and the friendly society to safeguard the economic welfare
of the working classes. The resulting symptoms of disturbance
(Step 2) took the form primarily of attacks upon the friendly society,
though occasionally food riots broke out, e.g., in the lean years of
the 1790's and the remainder of the war period. The earliest social
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response to these troubles was to encourage the working classes in
the art of frugality; to prevent outright starvation by subsidizing
families through the poor-laws; and to encourage the further development of the friendly societies. Dissatisfactions continued, however,
and in the end gave rise to several social units geared to stabilizing the
economic welfare of the family in its new social environment. The
most important of these were the savings banks, which developed
most rapidly in the first thirty years of the nineteenth century, and
the co-operative stores·, which-after a period of experimentation in
the 1820's and 1830's-became solidly established among the working classes in the 1840's and thereafter. We applied the model of
differentiation to the rise of both, tracing in each case the parade of
dissatisfactions, disturbances, new ideas, suggestions for implementation, social experimentation, and finally successful incorporation.
To apply this model to the cotton industry and to the family
economy of its working classes by no means exhausts the social
changes of the industrial revolution. In fact, it would be instructive
to follow other instances of structural differentiation-the segregation of education from religion through a process of secularizing the
schools; the segregation of political parties from the system of
aristocratic family cliques; the segregation of the military and
civil service from the earlier system of political and class patronage,
and so on. It seems possible, by examining a series of closelylinked processes of differentiation, to contrast the relative stability
and institutional calm of the era preceding the industrial revolution
with the storm and confusion of the period of the industrial revolution itself, and again with the relative stability of the prosperous and
optimistic Victorian period, say after 1850. The eighteenth century
was a period of growing pressure on the rural-aristocratic societypressure generated by the train of domestic and international events
and by the strength of the Nonconformist ideology, which seemed
conducive to the initiation of social change on so many fronts.
Some time after the middle of the century the pressure broke unevenly into a number of violent disturbances which signalled the
early stages of structural differentiation-the debates, the uncertainty, the anxiety and gloom, the uneasy theorizing, and the grand
projects. After this period of disturbed transition, new social forms
began to find a solid place in the social structure-the new industrial
organization, the reformed parliament, the beginnings of a formal
educational system, modern political parties, and a new family and
community life. The whole society thereby levelled into the relatively
quiescent state of optimistic Victorianism, dominated by urbanism
and the new middle classes.
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