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The Family and Industrialization
in Western Europe

Michael Anderson

The tremendous growth of interest in social history over the past benty years has stimdated
scholars from other disciplines to address historical questions. A number of sociologists have

applied methods from their vwn discipline to social aspects of nineteenth-century industrializa-
tion. In the following selection Michael Anderson, a sociologist from the University of Edinburgh,
discusses the effects of industrialization on the working-cless family.

Consider: The specific ways in which the process of industriali<htion affected working-
class families; hoto Anderson’s i nterprelation might support the “optimists” or the
“pessimists” in their debate over the effects of the Industrial Revolution on the working
class: how the effects on middle-class families might differ:

In industrial areas, then, the close interdependence of parents and children which was
so important in peasant societies gave way, and this was reflected in changes in family re-
lationships. The early stages of industrialization, however, probably changed relation-
ships between husbands and wives much less, though freedom from such close
supervision and a more private domestic situation may have allowed rather more affec-
ton to develop between them than had been the case in pre-industrial peasant families.
Husband and wife were no fonger cooperating in the same productive task, but this had
never heen universal anyway. There was, however, a continued need and possibility for
both husbands and wives to work as producers to keep the family above the subsistence
line. In a few areas wives actually left the house to work in the factories. More usually, as
women had always done, the wives of factary workers worked at home producing small
items of clothing, processing some ldnd of food or drini, taling in the middle classs
washing, or running a small shop or lodging house. The manifold needs of an industrial
community were thus met in a way which contributed to working class family solidarity
while allowing mothers to supervise and care (perhaps rather better than before) for
small children during the lengthening period before they were able to enter the labor
force themselves.

Initially, then, it was only in 2 few areas, especially those specializing in mining, machine-
maldng, metal manufecturing, shipbuilding and sawmilling, that a change occurred in the
economic status of women and with it in their family situation. In these areas there were
not enough openings for female wage employment and, in consequence, many women
were forced into the almost totally new situation of full-ime housewife. However, as
more and more traditional tasks were taken over by the application of factory production
methods to clothing and food preparation, the home increasingly became confined to
consumption. Only then did the distinction between male productive work outside the
home and female consumption-oriented work inside the home become common among
the working class.

Though the evidence is patchy, it seems that, at least in some areas, this had an effect
on relationships between husbands and wives. Since the hushand became the only in-
come producer, the rest of the family became more dependent on him than he was on
them. Whatever the husband did, the wife had little power to resist. While the farnily as
a whoale relied materially on the father, he needed them only to the extent that he could
abtain from them emotional or other rewards which he could not obtain elsewhere or to
the extent to which public opinion in the neighborhood was effective in controlling his
behavior (And with the weakened community control of large industrial cities, neigh-
borhood control was often weak:). Thus, in the waorking class, the idea that 2 woman’
place was in‘the home and that her role was essentially an inferior domestic one is not of

great antiquity. Rather it seemns only to have developed as a response to a major shift in
the power balance between husbhands and wives which reflected the new employment
situation of late-nineteenth- and early-twentieth-century industrial society.



