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The Industrial Revolution

Manchester factory district, c.1820

The industrial revolution began to change the economic landscape
of the Western nations by the end of the 1700s. It had its origin
in Lancashire’s textile region around Manchester. In the early
1800s, it jumped to continental Europe and New Egland..

The force of innovation - the steam machine

Steam machine from Stott Park Bobbon Mill, c. 1835

The earliest textile mills where water-powered, but around 1780
developments of more efficient stream engines caused the new
industry to adopt them. The steam engine was an important
technological innovation in so far it allowed fossil fuels to be employed
as a power source, independent of location and nature.

The force of innovation - machine tools

Henry Maudslay, inventor of machine tools

Maudslay’s screw turning machine, c.1800

Another critical element of the Western industrial revolution was the
mastery of metal working. Without the ability to produce replicable and
interchangeable parts in metal, development of the vast array of
machinery destined to drive the commodity production of entrepreneurial
capitalism would at best have been very slow.

Working conditions at the margin of sur vival

\

Textile mill in Georgia, c. 1900. Exploitation of child labour was an indelible part of capitalism until early 1900.

Work in the new industries developed under a political system that
viewed owners’ property rights as inalienable and were indifferent to
workers conditions. Factories would often run day and night with t wo
12 h shifts, and employment of child labour were common. Thus, a
textile mill c. 1840 listed 2/3 of its workers as ‘girls’, aged 13 or 14.

The force of innovation - electricity

Machine shop in California, c. 1870. Notice, pulleys were still the means of power transmission.

The latter part of the 1800s is often called the second wave of the
industrial revolution. Its main driver was electricity which allowed
energy derived from fossil fuels to be sent through a grid into all
dwellings and production facilities. Spurred by this, industrial cities
grew rapidly across the Western nations.

Lives of the capitalist class

Bourdieussian class distinctions: interior with lady and cigar smoking men, c.1890

As the new production methods spread, a new class of wealth owners
whose fortunes arose from entrepreneurial and banking activities
related to the new capitalist economic order replaced the old nobility
as the dominant economic and political class.

A workers movement arise

Meeting of Chartist, an early workers movement, in Hyde Park, London. C.1850

By the mid-1800, opposition to the inhumane working conditions
started to be organized; and writings critical of the political economy
espoused by establishment economists surfaced, e.g. Proudhon’s “What
is Property” (1840), in which it was pronounced: “Property is theft”.

Explaining the industrial economy
The capitalist process:
Normal exchange: C - M - C
A person sells a commodity and gets money with
which to buy a commodity of higher utility.
Capitalist exchange: M - C - M+
A capitalist produces a commodity in order to
sell it for more money than was invested in its
production.

Coming to London in 1849, Marx, after some
years in Soho, lived the rest of his life in the
then new middle class suburb of Camden Town

The formula for expanded reproduction: c + v + s
“c” is fixed capital and materials used up in the
production; “v” is the wage bill paid to labour;
and “s” the capitalists’ surplus

The first to comprehensively analyse the economy from the view of
workers was Karl Marx. He posited that all value were created by the
labour of workers, but that capitalists’ ownership of the means of
production enabled them to appropriate all the surplus created and
leave the workers with wages just sufficient to reproduce.

How the other half lives

Slum, New York, 1887, photo Jacob A. Riis.

Slum, Copenhagen, c.1890

One of the hallmarks of the poverty created by capitalism was the
deplorable and unhealthy conditions that the working class in the early
industrial cities were left to live under.

Workers’ protest met with oppression

Striking textile workers facing armed soldiers. Lawrence, Mass. 1913

When workers organised and used the only weapon they had at
their disposal, the strike - refusal to provide their labour - the
factory owners could as a rule rely on armed police, or even
military, to break the resistance with violent oppression.

Crisis theories
Surplus is divided into capitalists’ consumption and
investments; the latter feeds the accumulation of
capital that occurs when part of a surplus is capitalized.
According to the “c + v + s” formula for expanded
reproduction, if capital rises faster than labour, crisescausing overaccumlation will develop.
According to Marx, surplus can only come from
exploitation of labour - but this was supposedly already
exploited to its absolute minimum of existence.
Thus, accumulation would cause profits per capital units
to fall, leading to the thesis of a falling rate of profit.
However, another possibility would be that areas for
external expansion were opened up.
Rosa Luxemburg, c.1915

Rosa Luxemburg, from Zamosc, a town in zarist Russia (now Poland),
studied philosophy and economics in Zürich. After wards moving to Berlin,
she became a leader of the Marxist wing of the social-democratic party. In
1913 she wrote “The Accumulation of Capital”, a major Marxist
theoretical work, dealing with the problem of capitalist accumulation.

Expansion of Capital outside of the core

The battle of Isandhlwana in 1879, where a British force was annihilated by a Zulu force armed with
only spears and cowskin shields. This was an uncharacteristic failure of Western military supremacy.

Rosa Luxemburg: “In the new countries, large regions of natural economy are open to
conversion into [the capitalist] commodity economy”
And: “Imperialism is the political expression of the accumulation of capital in its
competitive struggle for what remains still open of the non-capitalist environment.”
The Accumulation of Capital. Ch. 6 & Ch. 31. Full text available online at - marxist.org

Broadening of the economy

Car factory with assembly line, 1920s.

However, broadening of democracy rights slowly led to the removal of
the worst excesses of the capitalist economic order. Children work was
prohibited and the fight for the 8 hour workday was won. Moreover,
Fordism of the 1920s meant the realization that well-paid workers
were essential for the sale of the rising flood of consumption goods.

The Great Depression - capitalism in crisis

Wall Street, Tuesday. October 29th, 1929.

Many saw the economic boom of the 1920s as proof that Marxism
as economic theory was wrong. Capitalism was sound and alive and
everybody benefitted. This view came to a screeching halt when the
1929 stock crash triggered the Great Depression. By 1933, 25% of
the U.S. workforce were out of work.

Canada hit hard by the depression

Bathurst Street

Soup kitchen Montreal

As the crisis spread, Canada was one of the industrial countries hardest hit.
In 1933, the year of the depth of the crisis, output had fallen 40% from precrisis peak and unemployment stood close to 30%, causing many to have no
independent means of survival. First the war economy forced upon the
country by the fight against Nazism brought unemployment below 12%.

I was right about capitalism

St. James Park, Toronto, November 2011.

The Great Depression indicated that while the Marxist analysis
perhaps not was correct in all aspects, its basic premise, that
c a p i t a l i sm i n h e re n t l y wo u l d l e a d t o u n s t a b l e cyc l e s o f
overaccumulation followed by crisis, still held good.
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