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It was a disastrous 
and terrible event!



Evidence for the Industrial Revolution
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Archaeology and 
material evidence

Legislation and parliamentary investigations Autobiographies or life-writing



Archaeology and material evidence
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The legacy of the Industrial 
Revolution can still be seen 
all across Britain, in surviving 
buildings, canals and 
bridges. This photograph 
shows part of Manchester. 

Although some features in the photograph such as 
the vehicles, and electrical cables on the railway, 
are more modern, much of what you can see dates 
to the 18th-19th centuries. Can you see: 
• the canal, with lock gates; 
• a railway bridge; 
• an industrial building with a chimney; 
• a house with typical 19th century sash windows.



How can historians use this evidence?

A. The living and working conditions of ordinary men, women 
and children during the Industrial Revolution

B. How many men, women or children worked in particular 
industries

C. Where factories and machinery, coal mines, canals and 
housing were located in relation to each other

D. What concerns were raised at this time about the safety and 
treatment of workers in factories and mines

E. The effect of industrialisation on the landscape of Britain
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Which of these things can we find out from archaeology and material evidence?

Explain your answer here or in your exercise book:



Parliamentary investigations and 
legislation
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These pages are from a report to 
MPs about conditions in mines and 
factories. 

Concerns were raised about safety 
and working conditions, especially 
for children, in mines and factories. 
Parliament commissioned an 
investigation, and the findings led to 
the Factory Acts. These laws put 
rules in place about working 
conditions, especially for children.

The report contains a number of features, including: 
• Statistics on the numbers of children employed and their ages
• Illustrations of conditions for children in coal mines
• Examples of individual children’s experiences as told to the investigators



How can historians use this evidence?

A. The living and working conditions of ordinary men, women 
and children during the Industrial Revolution

B. How many men, women or children worked in particular 
industries

C. What concerns were raised at this time about the safety and 
treatment of workers in factories and mines

D. The experiences of individuals and how they changed and 
varied at different times and in different places

E. The effect of industrialisation on the landscape of Britain
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Which of these things can we find out from parliamentary investigations and legislation?

Explain your answer here or in your exercise book:



Autobiographies
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These pages are from the 
autobiography of John Shinn, born 
in 1837. Not many working class 
men and even fewer women wrote 
autobiographies. But those who 
did recorded their own lives and 
experiences, and often those of 
their families too. 

Professor Emma Griffin, who has researched nearly 400 autobiographies or life histories from 
the 18th and 19th centuries, writes that they: 
‘…capture a broad swath of working class life: the skilled and unskilled, agricultural, urban 
and industrial workers, the reasonably comfortable and the desperately poor.’ They ‘wrote 
about their working lives’, but also ‘condensed their lives into a few pages’ and left many 
things out. Nevertheless, their stories are ‘freely narrated by ordinary men and women 
themselves.’



How can historians use this evidence?

A. The living and working conditions of ordinary men, women 
and children during the Industrial Revolution

B. How many men, women or children worked in particular 
industries

C. What concerns were raised at this time about the safety and 
treatment of workers in factories and mines

D. The experiences of individuals and how they changed and 
varied at different times and in different places

E. The effect of industrialisation on the landscape of Britain
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Which of these things can we find out from autobiographies of working men and women?

Explain your answer here or in your exercise book:



Evidence from autobiographies
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The information in the pdf Working lives of men in the Industrial 
Revolution is based on examples from the autobiographies studied 
by Professor Emma Griffin. 

Use the information in each of the three sections (paragraphs and speech bubbles) 
to make notes on: 

1. a) Advantages of work in mines and factories
b) Disadvantages of work in mines and factories

2. Reasons why the Industrial Revolution offered new opportunities 
to train in a range of skills

3. a) Benefits of work as a navvy, compared to being a farm labourer
b) Disadvantages of work as a navvy



Use this slide for your notes for the previous task, if you are working on the slides

Evidence from autobiographies

14th century 15th century 16th century 17th century 18th century 19th century 20th century 

Medieval Early Modern Industrial Revolution



What can historians say about the 
Industrial Revolution?
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It was a disastrous 
and terrible event!

Based on what you have learned so far, do you agree with Toynbee’s interpretation that 
the Industrial Revolution was ‘disastrous and terrible’? 

Why do you think Griffin described it as ‘liberty’s dawn’?


