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A note on language

‘Enslaved person’ is now used as the more emergent terminology rather than ‘slave’.

A note on money

Until the early 19th century, the Spanish silver dollar (equal to eight reales) and its divisions provided the usual money in the British colonies. From the 1820s, British coins were introduced: twelve pennies made a shilling, twenty shillings made a pound. Specially designed pennies and halfpennies were issued for Jamaica from 1869 (and a farthing, or quarter-penny, was added later) and the pounds-shillings-and-pence system continued to be used until the Jamaican dollar was introduced in 1969.

British Honduras (Belize) got its own coins in cent values in 1885. In the other British West Indian territories, the British coins generally came to be valued on a dollars and cents system ($1 = 100¢), with $1.00 equal to four shillings and two pence, so that a shilling equalled 24¢ and a penny 2¢. Only in 1955 were coins valued in cents issued for the Eastern Group of the British Caribbean Territories and the British coins in shillings and pence phased out, though notes in dollars had been in circulation for many years before this.


1 THE INDUSTRIAL REVOLUTION
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Key Ideas


•  The Industrial Revolution is the name given to the series of changes that transformed Britain into the first modern industrial nation.

•  Britain’s Caribbean colonies both contributed to and were affected by the process of industrialisation.
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In the mid-17th century, Britain was a predominantly agricultural society. Most people lived in villages and their lives were dependent on a system of agriculture, which had changed comparatively little for centuries. By the mid-19th century, most people in Britain lived in large industrial towns and cities, and earned their living working in factories which exported goods all over the world.

These changes are usually called the Industrial Revolution. However, they are perhaps better thought of as evolutionary rather than revolutionary because of the pace at which they occurred. How did the Industrial Revolution come about? Why did it happen in Britain before anywhere else? How did the Caribbean contribute to it? And how was the Caribbean affected by it?
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Background to the Industrial Revolution

The Industrial Revolution was not caused by one single event. A number of factors were involved, which all interacted with one another. Political upheaval in the 17th century had greatly reduced the power of the monarchy and made Britain a much more open society than many of its European neighbours. The nobility and the traditional upper classes continued to enjoy considerable power and privileges, and the majority of the population still had no say in how they were ruled. But the smaller landowners and the wealthy merchants had come to play a part in the running of the country. Owning land was still seen as a better mark of status, but making money through trade was also now respectable. The legal system gave strong support to property rights and trade was much less regulated than in many other countries.

Britain also possessed significant natural resources. There was plenty of coal and iron ore, and rivers could be used to provide power through water wheels. Carrying anything bulky by land was slow and difficult. But the rivers, the many seaports, and the fact that nowhere in the country was more than 70 miles from the sea, all helped with transport.

However, these resources needed both labour and capital to develop them. Changes in agriculture ensured the availability of both. Much land, which had previously been held in common for all, passed into private ownership as a result of what is called the ‘enclosure movement’.

This process of privatisation started earlier and was much more thorough in England than elsewhere in Europe. Only those who were already rich were in a position to get Parliament to pass an enclosure act, privatising common land for their personal benefit. Wealthy landowners gained more land, and therefore had more freedom to experiment with new agricultural machinery and methods. These innovations significantly increased food production during the 18th century, so that Britain was able to support a growing population and to sell food to other countries. This gave landowners more capital which they could invest elsewhere. At the same time, many people found that the combination of enclosures and improved agricultural methods – which required less labour – meant they could no longer make a living working on the land. They soon began to move to the towns to look for work.

Technological change

A larger population also increased the demand for manufactured goods. The textile industry was the first to be mechanised. Spinners, usually women, transformed the wool or cotton fibres into thread or yarn. The yarn in turn was made into cloth by weavers (usually men). A number of inventions made it possible to spin thread by machine faster and more efficiently than could be done with a hand-operated spinning wheel. However, when Richard Arkwright invented his waterframe in 1769, it was too big to be used in the home and required water as a source of energy.
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As a result it had to be housed in a mill near a water source. The days of home spinning were over! Weavers did not begin to join the factory system until some 20 years later when Edmund Cartwright invented the power loom. This eventually made possible the complete mechanisation of the textile industry. Capitalists soon built factories to house large numbers of spinning or weaving machines and employed workers to operate them.

These innovations were made possible or were speeded up by other inventions such as the steam engine, which meant factories no longer had to be built near a source of water to power a waterwheel.

Coal replaced wood or charcoal as a form of energy and the use of coal for smelting ore produced a better quality iron. This in turn made possible more sophisticated engineering projects. Abraham Darby III built the first iron bridge at Coalbrookdale in Shropshire, England in 1779. In 1807, Robert Fulton successfully used the steam engine to propel a boat on the Hudson River in the United States. In 1814, the English engineer, George Stephenson, successfully harnessed steam power for a moving engine or locomotive, making possible the development of railways.
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	Inventions and their purposes
	Inventor
	Date



	Steam Engine – used to pump water from tin mines
	Thomas Savery
	1698



	Steam Engine – used to pump water from coal mines
	Thomas Newcomen
	c. 1712



	Flying Shuttle – weaving
	John Kay
	1733



	Spinning Jenny – spinning
	James Hargreaves
	1764



	Steam Engine – used steam as a source of energy to move machinery
	James Watt
	1769–84



	Waterframe – spinning
	Richard Arkwright
	1769



	Mule – spinning
	Samuel Crompton
	1779



	Power Loom – weaving
	Edmund Cartwright
	1785




The other side of industrialisation

Women and children as well as men were employed in factories. They often worked 12 to 16 hours a day in noisy, dirty and poorly-ventilated conditions. Wages were often too low to provide a decent living. Safety standards were low and workers were often hurt in accidents.

Towns sprung up in areas next to factories and were largely unplanned. Sanitation was poor and the crowded tenements were nothing more than health hazards. Many people in the early 19th century claimed that factory workers in Britain had a harder life than field-slaves in the Caribbean colonies.
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The Industrial Revolution and the Caribbean

The Caribbean both contributed to Britain’s Industrial Revolution and was in turn affected by it. Both the African slave trade and the plantations in the Caribbean were consumers of British-made goods, such as trade guns, brass manillas, chains and shackles, machinery for the mills and boiling-houses, and tools and clothing for the slaves. Britain made money refining sugar from the Caribbean and exporting it to other countries. The cotton industry, which became so important in the later 18th century, used mainly raw cotton from the Caribbean (only in the early 19th century did the southern states of the United States of America become the main supplier). In his famous book Capitalism and Slavery (1944), Eric Williams (later prime minister of Trinidad and Tobago) argued that the Industrial Revolution was made possible by the profits of the slave trade and Caribbean sugar plantations.

Some of the innovations of the Industrial Revolution were adopted in the Caribbean at an early stage. As early as 1768, there were experiments in Jamaica using steam power to grind sugar cane, and Cuba was the first country to grind sugar cane successfully using steam (from 1797). This, and other technical innovations in the sugar industry, were adopted on a large scale in Trinidad and British Guiana in the 19th century. The great expansion of the Cuban sugar industry in the same period was dependent on the widespread use of steam power.

The Iron Bridge over the Rio Cobre near Spanish Town, Jamaica, was built in 1801 using cast-iron sections imported from England and is believed to be the earliest cast-iron bridge in the Americas. The first railway in Cuba opened in 1837 (before any were built in Spain) and the first railway in the British colonies was constructed in Jamaica in 1845. Railways were important for the development of the sugar industry, particularly in the larger territories, as well as for passenger traffic. The coming of the steam ship not only improved inter-island communication but communication with the metropolis as well.
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Political change in Britain

In Britain, the Industrial Revolution created many more manufacturers and tradesmen, who enjoyed considerable wealth. Following the Great Reform Bill (passed in 1832) they also gained increased political power and influence in the British Parliament. Unlike the planters and their supporters, this new class had no economic interest in slavery. They believed wage labour was more cost effective than slave labour and that free labourers would consume more of their manufactured goods than a population of slaves. They were strong supporters of the abolition of slavery in the British colonies.
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Research Exercises


1  Find out more about how some of the different machines invented during the Industrial Revolution worked, and why one technological innovation often stimulated others.

2  Find out more about how new inventions were used in the Caribbean sugar industry in the 19th century.



Exercises


1  What relationship was there between improvements in agriculture and the industrialisation of Britain?

2  How did the Caribbean contribute to the Industrial Revolution?

3  Name three ways in which the Caribbean was affected by the Industrial Revolution.
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Then and Now

There have been several technological developments since the Industrial Revolution. Select one, such as the airplane, and using a table or a diagram to show ‘then’ and ‘now’, explain two ways it has affected life in the Caribbean.
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A 18 Caribbean railway in the 19th century (the Havana to San Diego line, Cuba)
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