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Extracts from Fr. Engels, The Condition of the English Working Class. 1845 

Friedrich Engels (1820-1895), the son of a pietistic textile manufacturer from the Rhenish town of 

Elberfeld, completed his apprenticeship as a textile entrepreneur in Manchester in 1842-1844. Prior 

to this apprenticeship, Engels read critical philosophy as a student in Berlin and published articles in 

the oppositional Cologne paper, Rheinische Zeitung. In 1842 in Cologne Engels met Karl Marx for the 

first time. Manchester nurtured Engel's radical political spirit. He joined the Chartists, the movement 

agitating for universal suffrage and workingmen's rights, published articles in the Owenite newspaper 

“The New Moral World”, and wrote "Outlines of a Critique of Political Economy," which Marx 

published in his new Paris-based journal, “Deutsch-Französische Jahrbücher”. In 1844 he gathered 

material for a social history of England's working class, which became the “Condition of the Working 

Class in England” (first published in German in 1845), a descriptive work of English industrial life 

that amounted to an empirical indictment of capitalism's immorality. The following passage examines 

Manchester, a city whose population increase of seventy thousand between 1831 and 1841 produced 

deplorable living conditions for the city's poor. 

Results [of the harsh conditions of the working class] 

p.159: Thus the social order makes family life almost impossible for the worker. In a comfortless, 

filthy house, hardly good enough for mere nightly shelter, ill-furnished, often neither rain-tight nor 

warm, a foul atmosphere filling rooms overcrowded with human beings, no domestic comfort is 

possible. The husband works the whole day through, perhaps the wife also and the elder children, all 

in different places; they meet night and morning only, all under perpetual temptation to drink; what 

family life is possible under such conditions? Yet the working-man cannot escape from the family, 

must live in the family, and the consequence is a perpetual succession of family troubles. domestic 

quarrels, most demoralising for parents and children alike. Neglect of all domestic duties, neglect of 

the children, especially, is only too common among the English working-people, and only too 

vigorously fostered by the existing institutions of society. And children growing up in this savage way, 

amidst these demoralising influences, are expected to turn out goody-goody and moral in the end! 

Verily the requirements are naive, which the self-satisfied bourgeois makes upon the working-man!  

The contempt for the existing social order is most conspicuous in its extreme form - that of offences 

against the law. If the influences demoralising to the working-man act more powerfully, more 

concentratedly than usual, he becomes an offender as certainly as water abandons the fluid for the 

vaporous state at 80 degrees, Réaumur.  

 

Under the brutal and brutalising treatment of the bourgeoisie, the working-man becomes precisely as 

much a thing without volition as water, and is subject to the laws of Nature with precisely the same 

necessity; at a certain point all freedom ceases. Hence with the extension of the proletariat, crime has 

increased in England, and the British nation has become the most criminal in the world.  

From the annual criminal tables of the Home Secretary, it is evident that the increase of crime in 

England has proceeded with incomprehensible rapidity. The numbers of arrests for criminal offences 

reached in the years:  

 

1805, 4,605;  

1810, 5,146;  

1815, 7,898;  

1820, 13,710;  

1825, 14,437;  

1830, 18,107;  

1835, 20,731;  

1840, 27,187;  

1841, 27,760;  

1842, 31,309 in England and Wales alone.  
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p.160: That is to say, they increased sevenfold in thirty-seven years. Of these arrests, in 1842, 4,497 

were made in Lancashire alone, or more than 14 per cent. of the whole; and 4,094 in Middlesex, 

including London, or more than 13 per cent. So that two districts which include great cities with large 

proletarian populations, produced one-fourth of the total amount of crime, though their population is 

far from forming one-fourth of the whole.  

 

Moreover, the criminal tables prove directly that nearly all crime arises within the proletariat; for, in 

1842, taking the average, out of 100 criminals, 32.35 could neither read nor write; 58.32 read and 

wrote imperfectly; 6.77 could read and write well; 0.22 had enjoyed a higher education, while the 

degree of education of 2.34 could not be ascertained.  

 

In Scotland, crime has increased yet more rapidly. There were but 89 arrests for criminal offences in 

1819, and as early as 1837 the number had risen to 3,176, and in 1842 to 4,189. In Lanarkshire, where 

Sheriff Alison himself made out the official report, population has doubled once in thirty years, and 

crime once in five and a half, or six times more rapidly than the population. The offences, as in all 

civilised countries, are, in the great majority of cases, against property, and have, therefore, arisen 

from want in some form; for what a man has, he does not steal. The proportion of offences against 

property to the population, which in the Netherlands is as 1:7,140, and in France, as 1:804, was in 

England, when Gaskell wrote, as 1 :799. The proportion of offences against persons to the population 

is, in the Netherlands, 1:28,904; in France, 1:17,573; in England, 1:23,395; that of crimes in general to 

the population in the agricultural districts, as 1:1,043; in the manufacturing districts as 1:840. * In the 

whole of England to-day the proportion is 1:660; * though it is scarcely ten years since Gaskell's book 

appeared!  

 

These facts are certainly more than sufficient to bring any one, even a bourgeois, to pause and reflect 

upon the consequences of such a state of things. If demoralisation and crime multiply twenty years 

longer in this proportion (and if English manufacture in these twenty years should be less prosperous 

than heretofore, the progressive multiplication of crime can only continue the more rapidly), what will 

the result be? Society is already in a state of visible dissolution; it is impossible to pick up a newspaper 

without seeing the most striking evidence of the giving way of all social ties. I look at random into a 

heap of English journals lying before me; there is the Manchester Guardian for October 30, 1844, 

which reports for three days. It no longer takes the trouble to give exact details as to Manchester, and 

merely relates the most interesting cases: that the workers in a mill have struck for higher wages 

without giving notice, and been condemned by a Justice of the Peace to resume work; that in Salford a 

couple of boys had been caught stealing, and a bankrupt tradesman tried to cheat his creditors. From 

the neighbouring towns the reports are more detailed: in Ashton, two thefts, one burglary, one suicide; 

in Bury, one theft; in Bolton, two thefts, one revenue fraud; in Leigh, one theft; in Oldham, one strike 

for wages, one theft, one fight between Irish women, one non-Union hatter assaulted by Union men, 

one mother beaten by her son, one attack upon the police, one robbery of a church; in Stockport, 

discontent of working-men with wages, one theft, one fraud, one fight, one wife beaten by her 

husband: in Warrington, one theft, one fight; in Wigan, one theft, and one robbery of a church. The 

reports of the London papers are much worse; frauds, thefts, assaults, family quarrels crowd one 

another. A Times of September 12, 1844, falls into my hand, which gives a report of a single day, 

including a theft, an attack upon the police, a sentence upon a father requiring him to support his 

illegitimate son, the abandonment of a child by its parents, and the poisoning of a man by his wife. 

Similar reports are to be found in all the English papers. In this country, social war is under full 

headway, every one stands for himself, and fights for himself against all corners, and whether or not 

he shall injure all the others who are his declared foes, depends upon a cynical calculation as to what is 

most advantageous for himself. It no longer occurs to any one to come to a peaceful understanding 

with his fellow-man; all differences are settled by threats, violence, or in a law-court. In short, every 

one sees in his neighbour an enemy to be got out of the way, or, at best, a tool to be used for his own 

advantage. And this war grows from year to year, as the criminal tables show, more violent, 

passionate, irreconcilable. The enemies are dividing gradually into two great camps_the bourgeoisie 



 J1 History, Engels on the Condition of the Working Class, 3 

 

© Jan Kulok -  www.geschichte-bw.de 

on the one hand, the workers on the other. This war of each against all, of the bourgeoisie against the 

proletariat, need cause us no surprise, for it is only the logical sequel of the principle involved in free 

competition. But it may very well surprise us that the bourgeoisie remains so quiet and composed in 

the face of the rapidly gathering storm-clouds, that it can read all these things daily in the papers 

without, we will not say indignation at such a social condition, but fear of its consequences, of a 

universal outburst of that which manifests itself symptomatically from day to day in the form of crime. 

But then it is the bourgeoisie, and from its standpoint cannot even see the facts, much less perceive 

their consequences. One thing only is astounding, that class prejudice and preconceived opinions can 

hold a whole class of human beings in such perfect, I might almost say, such mad blindness. 

Meanwhile, the development of the nation goes its way whether the bourgeoisie has eyes for it or not, 

and will surprise the property-holding class one day with things not dreamed of in its philosophy.  

 

Factory-Hands  
p.169 Let us examine somewhat more closely the fact that machinery more and more supersedes the 

work of men. The human labour, involved in both spinning and weaving, consists chiefly in piecing 

broken threads, as the machine does all the rest. The work requires no muscular strength, but only 

flexibility of finger. Men are, therefore, not only not needed for it, but actually, by reason of the 

greater muscular development of the hand, less fit for it then women and children, and are, therefore, 

naturally almost superseded by them.  

p.171 These numbers suffice to prove the crowding out of adult males. But you have only to go into 

the nearest mill to see the fact confirmed. Hence follows of necessity that inversion of the existing 

social order which being forced upon them, has the most ruinous consequences for the workers. The 

employment of women at once breaks up the family; for when the wife spends twelve or thirteen hours 

every day in the mill, and the husband works the same length of time there or elsewhere, what 

becomes of the children? They grow up like wild weeds; they are put to nurse for a shilling or 

eighteenpence a week, and how they are treated may be imagined.  

p.172 The employment of the wife dissolves the family utterly and of necessity, and this dissolution in 

our present society, which is based upon the family, brings the most demoralizing consequences for 

parents as well as children. A mother who has no time to trouble herself about her child, to perform 

the most ordinary loving services for it during its first year, who scarcely indeed sees it, can be no real 

mother to the child, must inevitably grow indifferent to it, treat it unlovingly like a stranger. The 

children who grow up under such conditions are utterly ruined for later family life, can never feel at 

home in the family which they themselves found, because they have always been accustomed to 

isolation, and they contribute therefore to the already general undermining of the family in the 

working-class. A similar dissolution of the family is brought about by the employment of the children. 

When they get on far enough to earn more than they cost their parents from week to week, they begin 

to pay the parents a fixed sum for board and lodging, and keep the rest for themselves. This often 

happens from the fourteenth or fifteenth year.  

p.173 In many cases the family is not wholly dissolved by the employment of the wife, but turned 

upside down. The wife supports the family, the husband sits at home, tends the children, sweeps the 

room and cooks. This case happens very frequently; in Manchester alone, many hundred such men 

could be cited, condemned to domestic occupations. It is easy to imagine the wrath aroused among the 

working-men by the reversal of all relations within the family, while the other social conditions remain 

unchanged.  

Source: https://www.marxists.org/archive/marx/works/1845/condition-working-class/index.htm 
 

Tasks (to be completed with the help of a dictionary):  

a) Extract the social problems Friedrich Engels identifies in this text. 

b) Discuss whether all of these social problems are direct consequences of the Industrial 

Revolution. 
 


