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In the manufacturing city of Manchester, whose size had increased more than tenfold between
1760 and 1830, the average life expectancy of working people in 1841 was only twenty years.
Friedrich Engels, a German who had come to Manchester to study the cotton trade, was so
appalled by his observations of the urban poor thar he wrote an exposé of their degradation,
stressing the “hypocritical town planning” thar insulated the middle class from the sight of
squalor and suffering. Engels’s book was published in German in 1845; it became a socialist
classic, and laid the groundwork for Engels’s collaboration with Karl Marx. Lenin called the
book “a terrible indictment of capitalism and of the middle classes.” It was finally translated
into English in 1892.

from The Condition of the Working Class in England in 1844
from The Great Towns

London is unique, because it is a city in which one can roam for hours without leav-
ing the built-up area and without seeing the slightest sign of the approach of open
country. This enormous agglomeration of population on a single spot has multiplied
a hundred-fold the economic strength of the two and a half million inhabitants con-
centrated there. This great population has made London the commercial capital of
the world and has created the gigantic docks in which are assembled the thousands of
ships which always cover the River Thames. I know nothing more imposing than the
view one obtains of the river when sailing from the sea up to London Bridge. Espe-
cially above Woolwich the houses and docks are packed tightly together on both
banks of the river. The further one goes up the river the thicker becomes the concen-
tration of ships lying at anchor, so that eventually only a narrow shipping lane is left

free in mid-stream. Here hundreds of steamships dart rapidly to and fro. All this is so
magnificent and impressive that one is lost in admiration. The traveller has good rea-
son to marvel at England’s greatness even before he steps on English soil.

It is only later that the traveller appreciates the human suffering which has made
all this possible. He can only realise the price that has been paid for all this magnifi-
cence after he has tramped the pavements of the main streets of London for some days
and has tired himself out by jostling his way through the crowds and by dodging the
endless stream of coaches and carts which fills the streets. It is only when he has visited
the slums of this great city that it dawns upon him that the inhabitants of modern Lon-
don have had to sacrifice so much that is best in human nature in order to create those
wonders of civilisation with which their city teems. The vast majority of Londoners
have had to let so many of their potential creative faculties lie dormant, stunted and
unused in order that a small, closely-knit group of their fellow citizens could develop to
the full the qualities with which nature has endowed them. The restless and noisy
activity of the crowded streets is highly distasteful, and it is surely abhorrent to human
nature itself. Hundreds of thousands of men and women drawn from all classes and
ranks of society pack the streets of London. Are they not all human beings with the
same innate characteristics and potentialities? Are they not all equally interested in the
pursuit of happiness? And do they not all aim at happiness by following similar meth-
ods? Yet they rush past each other as if they had nothing in common. They are tacitly
agreed on one thing only—that everyone should keep to the right of the pavement so
as not to collide with the stream of people moving in the opposite direction. No one
even thinks of sparing a glance for his neighbour in the streets. The more that London-
ers are packed into a tiny space, the more repulsive and disgraceful becomes the brutal
indifference with which they ignore their neighbours and selfishly concentrate upon
their private affairs. We know well enough that this isolation of the individual—this
narrow-minded egotism—is everywhere the fundamental principle of modern society.
But nowhere is this selfish egotism so blatantly evident as in the frantic bustle of the
great city. The disintegration of society into individuals, each guided by his private
principles and each pursuing his own aims has been pushed to its furthest limits in Lon-
don. Here indeed human society has been split into its component atoms.

From this it follows that the social conflict—the war of all against all—is fought
in the open. » = » Here men regard their fellows not as human beings, but as pawns in
the struggle for existence. Everyone exploits his neighbour with the result that the
stronger tramples the weaker under foot. The strongest of all, a tiny group of capital-
ists, monopolise everything, while the weakest, who are in the vast majority, suc-
cumb to the most abject poverty.

What is true of London, is true also of all the great towns, such as Manchester,
Birmingham and Leeds. Everywhere one finds on the one hand the most barbarous
indifference and selfish egotism and on the other the most distressing scenes of mis-
ery and poverty. Signs of social conflict are to be found everywhere. Everyone turns
his house into a fortress to defend himself—under the protection of the law—from
the depredations of his neighbours. Class warfare is so open and shameless that it has
to be seen to be believed. The observer of such an appalling state of affairs must shud-
der at the consequences of such feverish activity and can only marvel that so crazy a
social and economic structure should survive at all.

Capital is the all-important weapon in the class war. Power lies in the hands of
those who own, directly or indirectly, foodstuffs and the means of production. The
poor, having no capital, inevitably bear the consequences of defeat in the struggle.
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ern industrial life. The working man may be lucky enough to find employment, if by
his labour he can enrich some member of the middle classes. But his wages are so low
that they hardly keep body and soul together. If he cannot find work, he can steal,
unless he is afraid of the police; or he can go hungry and then the police will see to it
that he will die of hunger in such a way as not to disturb the equanimity of the mid-
dle classes. While I was in England at least twenty or thirty people died of hunger
under the most scandalous circumstances, and yet when an inquest was held the jury
seldom had the courage to bring in a verdict in accordance with the facts. However
clear and unequivocal the evidence, the middle classes, from whom the juries were
drawn, always found a loophole which enabled them to avoid a verdict of “death
from starvation.” In such circumstances the middle classes dare not tell the rruth,
because if they did so, they would be condemning themselves out of their own
mouths. # « =

Every great town has one or more slum areas into which the working classes are
packed. Sometimes, of course, poverty is to be found hidden away in alleys close to the
stately homes of the wealthy. Generally, however, the workers are segregated in separate
districts where they struggle through life as best they can out of sight of the more fortu-
nate classes of society. The slums of the English towns have much in common—the
worst houses in a town being found in the worst districts. They are generally unplanned
wildernesses of one- or two-storied terrace houses built of brick. Wherever possible these
have cellars which are also used as dwellings. These little houses of three or four rooms
and a kitchen are called cottages, and throughout England, except for some parts of
London, are where the working classes normally live. The streets themselves are usually
unpaved and full of holes. They are filthy and strewn with animal and vegetable refuse.
Since they have neither gutters nor drains the refuse accumulates in stagnant, stinking
puddles. Ventilation in the slums is inadequate owing to the hopelessly unplanned
nature of these areas. A great many people live huddled together in a very small area,
and so it is easy to imagine the nature of the air in these workers’ quarters. However, in
fine weather the streets are used for the drying of washing and clothes lines are stretched
across the streets from house to house and wet garments are hung out on them.

We propose to describe some of these slums in detail. In London there is the well-
known “rookery”! of St. Giles. « =« St. Giles is situated in the most densely-populated
part of London and is surrounded by splendid wide streets which are used by the fashion-
able world. It is close to Oxford Street, Trafalgar Square and the Strand. It is a confused
conglomeration of tall houses of three or four stories. The narrow, dirty streets are just as
crowded as the main thoroughfares, but in St. Giles one sees only members of the work-
ing classes. The narrowness of the roads is accentuated by the presence of streetmarkets
in which baskets of rotting and virtually uneatable vegetables and fruit are exposed for
sale. The smell from these and from the butchers’ stalls is appalling. The houses are
packed from cellar to attic and they are as dirty inside as outside. No human being would
willingly inhabit such dens. Yet even worse conditions are to be found in the houses
which lie off the main road down narrow alleys leading to the courts. These dwellings
are approached by covered passages between the houses. The extent to which these
filthy passages are falling into decay beggars all description. There is hardly an unbroken
windowpane to be seen, the walls are crumbling, the door posts and window frames are
loose and rotten. The doors, where they exist, are made of old boards nailed together.
Indeed in this nest of thieves doors are superfluous, because there is nothing worth steal-
ing. Piles of refuse and ashes lie all over the place and the slops thrown out into the street

collect in pools which emit a foul stench. Here live the poorest of the poor. Here the
worst-paid workers rub shoulders with thieves, rogues and prostitutes. Most of them have
come from Ireland or are of Irish extraction. Those who have not yet been entirely
engulfed in the morass of iniquity by which they are surrounded are daily losing the pow-
er to resist the demoralising influences of poverty, dirt and low environment. = = =

However wretched may be the dwellings of some of the workers—who do at
least have a roof over their heads—the situation of the homeless is even more
tragic. Every morning fifty thousand Londoners wake up not knowing where they
are going to sleep at night. The most fortunate are those who have a few pence in
their pocket in the evening and can afford to go to one of the many lodging hous-
es-which exist in all the big cities. But these establishments only provide the most
miserable accommodation. They are crammed full of beds from top to bottom—
four, five and even six beds in a room—until there is no room for more. Each bed
is filled to capacity and may contain as many as four, five or even six lodgers. The
lodging house keeper allocates his accommodation to all his customers in rotation
as they arrive. No attempt is made to segregate the sick and the healthy, the old
and the young, the men and the women, the drunk and the sober. If these ill-
assorted bed-fellows do not agree there are quarrels and fights which often lead to
injuries. But if they do agree among themselves, it is even worse, for they are
either planning burglaries or are engaged in practices of so bestial a nature that no
words exist in a modern civilised tongue to describe them. Those who cannot
afford a bed in a lodging house sleep where they can, in passages, arcades or any
corner where the police and the owners are unlikely to disturb their slumbers.

If we cross Blackstone Edge on foot or take the train we reach Manchester, the
regional capital of South Lancashite, and enter the classic home of English industry.
This is the masterpiece of the Industrial Revolution and at the same time the main-
spring of all the workers' movements. Once more we are in a beautiful hilly country-
side. The land slopes gently down towards the Irish Sea, intersected by the charming
green valleys of the Ribble, the Irwell, the Mersey and their tributaries. A hundred
years ago this region was to a great extent thinly populated marsh-land. Now it is
covered with towns and villages and is the most densely-populated part of England.
In Lancashire—particularly in Manchester—is to be found not only the origin but
the heart of the industry of the United Kingdom. Manchester Exchange is the thet-
mometer which records all the fluctuations of industrial and commercial activity.
The evolution of the modern system of manufacture has reached its climax in Man-
chester. It was in the South Lancashire cotton industry that water and steam power
first replaced hand machines. It was here that such machines as the power-loom and
the self-acting mule replaced the old hand-loom and spinning wheel. It is here that
the division of labour has been pushed to its furthest limits. These three factors are
the essence of modern industry. In all three of them the cotton industry was the pio-
neer and remains ahead in all branches of industry. In the circumstances it is to be
expected that it is in this region that the inevitable consequences of industrialisation
in so far as they affect the working classes are most strikingly evident. Nowhere else
can the life and conditions of the industrial proletariat be studied in all their aspects
as in South Lancashire. Here can be seen most clearly the degradation into which
the worker sinks owing to the introduction of steam power, machinery and the divi-
sion of labour. Here, too, can be seen most the strenuous efforts of the proletariat to
raise themselves from their degraded situation. 1 propose to examine conditions in




Manchester in greater detail for two reasons. In the first place, Manchester is the
classic type of modern industrial town. Secondly, I know Manchester as well as |
know my native town and I know more about it than most of its inhabitants. « » «

=« = Owing to the curious lay-out of the town it is quite possible for someone
to live for years in Manchester and to travel daily to and from his work without
ever seeing a working-class quarter or coming into contact with an artisan. He who
visits Manchester simply on business or for pleasure need never see the slums,
mainly because the working-class districts and the middle-class districts are quite
distince. This division is due partly to deliberate policy and partly to instinctive
and tacit agreement between the two social groups. In those areas where the two
social groups happen to come into contact with each other the middle classes sanc-
timoniously ignore the existence of their less fortunate neighbours. In the centre of
Manchester there is a fairly large commercial district, which is about half a mile
long and half a mile broad. This district is almost entirely given over to offices and
warehouses. Nearly: the whole of this district has no permanent residents and is
deserted at night, when only policemen patrol its dark, narrow thoroughfares with
their bull’s eye lanterns. This district is intersected by certain main streets which
carry an enormous volume of traffic. The lower floors of the buildings are occupied
by shops of dazzling splendour. A few of the upper stories on these premises are
used as dwellings and the streets present a relatively busy appearance until late in
the evening. Around this commercial quarter there is a belt of built up areas on the
average one and a half miles in width, which is occupied entirely by working-class
dwellings. This area of workers’ houses includes all. Manchester proper, except the
centre. « = = The upper classes enjoy healthy country air and live in luxurious and
comfortable dwellings which are linked to the centre of Manchester by omnibuses
which run every fifteen or thirty minutes. To such an extent has the convenience
of the rich been considered in the planning of Manchester that these plutocrats
can travel from their houses to their places of business in the centre of the town by
the shortest routes, which run entirely through working-class districts, without
even realising how close they are to the misery and filth which lie on both sides of
the road. This is because the main streets which run from the Exchange in all
directions out of the town are occupied almost uninterruptedly on both sides by

shops, which are kept by members of the lower middle classes. In their own inter-

ests these shopkeepers should keep the outsides of their shops in a clean and
respectable condition, and in fact they do so. These shops have naturally been
greatly influenced by the character of the population in the area which lies behind
them. Those shops which are situated in the vicinity of commercial or middle class
residential districts are more elegant than those which serve as a facade for the
workers’ grimy cottages. Nevertheless, even the less pretentious shops adequately
serve their purpose of hiding from the eyes of wealthy ladies and gentlemen with
strong stomachs and weak nerves the misery and squalor which are part and parcel
of their own riches and luxury. =« »

I am quite aware of the fact that this hypocritical town-planning device is more
or less common to all big cities. = + » But in my opinion Manchester is unique in the
systematic way in which the working classes have been barred from the main streets.
Nowhere else has such care been taken to avoid offending the tender susceptibilities
of the eyes and the nerves of the middle classes. Yet Manchester is the very town in
which building has taken place in a haphazard manner with little or no planning or
interference from the authorities. When the middle classes zealously proclaim that
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all is well with the working classes, I cannot help feeling that the politically “progres-
sive” industrialists, the Manchester “bigwigs,” are not quite so innocent of this
shameful piece of town planning as they pretend.

««+ 1 will now give a description of the working-class districts of Manches-
ter. The first of them is the Old Town, which lies between the northern limit of
the commercial quarter and the River Irk. =« » Here one is really anid truly in a
district which is quite obviously given over entirely to the working classes,
because even the shopkeepers and the publicans? of Long Millgate make no effort
to give their establishments a semblance of cleanliness. The condition of this
street may be deplorable, but it is by no means as bad as the alleys and courts
which lie behind it, and which can be approached only by covered passages so
narrow that two people cannot pass. Anyone who has never visited these courts
and alleys can have no idea of the fantastic way in which the houses have been
packed together in disorderly confusion in impudent defiance of all reasonable
principles of town planning. And the fault lies not merely-in the survival of old
property from earlier periods in Manchester’s history. Only in quite modern times
has the policy of cramming as many houses as possible on to such space as was not
utilised in earlier periods reached its climax. The result is that today not an inch
of space remains between the houses and any further building is now physically
impossible.  x =

««+ To the right and left a number of covered passages from Long Millgate give
access to several courts. On reaching them one meets with a degree of dirt and
revolting filth, the like of which is not to be found elsewhere. The worst courts are
those leading down to the Irk,” which contain unquestionably the most dreadful
dwellings [ have ever seen. In one of these coutrts, just at the entrance where the cov-
ered passage ends there is a privy without a-door. This privy is so dirty that the inhab-
itants of the court can only enter or leave the court if they are: prepared to wade
through puddles of stale urine and excrement. Anyone who wishes to confirm this
description should go to the first court on the bank of the Irk above Ducie Bridge.
Several tanneries are situated on the bank of the river and they fill the neighbour-
hood with the stench of animal putrefaction. The only way of getting to the courts
below Ducie Bridge is by going down flights of narrow dirty steps and one can only
reach the houses by treading over heaps of dirt and filth. «+» The view from this
bridge, which is mercifully concealed by a high parapet from all but the tallest mor-
tals, is quite characteristic of the whole district. At the bottom the Irk flows, or
rather, stagnates. It is a narrow, coal-black, stinking river full of filth and ;ubbish
which it deposits on the more low-lying right bank. In dry weather this bank presents
the spectacle of a series of the most revolting blackish-green puddles of slime from
the depths of which bubbles of miasmatic® gases constantly rise and create a stench
which is unbearable even to those standing on the bridge forty or fifty feet above the
level of the water. Moreover, the flow of the river is continually interrupted by
numerous high weirs, behind which large quantities of slime and refuse collect'and
putrefy. Above Ducie Bridge there are some tall tannery buildings, and further up

there are dye-works, bone mills and gasworks. All the filth, both liquid and solid, dis-
charged by these works finds its way into the River Irk, which also receives the con-
tents of the adjacent sewers and privies. The nature of the filth deposited by this riv-
et may well be imagined. If one looks at the heaps of garbage below Ducie Bridge one

2. Pﬁb—keepers. 3. Heavy, vaporous, and possibly disease-ridden.




ge the extent to which accumulated dirt, filth and decay permeates the courts
steep left bank of the river. The houses are packed very closely together and
<he bank of the river is very steep it is possible to see a part of every house. All
— have been blackened by soot, all of them are crumbling with age and all have

window panes and window frames.  « In the background one sees the pau-
emetery, and the stations of the railways to Liverpool and Leeds. Behind these
gs is situated the workhouse, Manchester’s “Poor Law Bastille.” The work-
s built on a hill and from behind its high walls and battlements seems to
-on the whole adjacent working-class quarter like a fortress.
. == The recently constructed extension of the Leeds railway which crosses the
this point has swept away some of these courts and alleys, but it has thrown
zo public gaze some of the others. So it comes about that there is to be found
=diately under the railway bridge a court which is even filthier and more revolt-
an all the others. This is simply because it was formerly so hidden and secluded
could only be reached with considerable difficulty, [but is now exposed to the
an eye]. I thought [ knew this district well, but even I would never have found it
ot the railway viaduct made a breach in the slums at this point. One walks
: a very rough path on the river bank, in between clothes-posts and washing
o0 reach a chaotic group of little, one-storied, one-toomed cabins. Most of them
earth floors, and working, living and sleeping all take place in the one room. In
hole, barely six feet long and five feet wide, 1 saw two beds—and what beds
edding!—which filled the room, except for the fireplace and the doorstep. Sev-
of these huts, as far as | could see, were completely empty, although the door was
and the inhabitants were leaning against the door posts. In front of the doors
and garbage abounded. I could not see the pavement, but from time to time, |
was there because my feet scraped it. This whole collection of cattle sheds for
beings was surrounded on two sides by houses and a factory and on a third
by the river, =
Enough of this! All along the Ttk slums of this type abound. There is an unplanned
chaotic conglomeration of houses, most of which are more or less unhabitable. The
—mess of the interiors of these premises is fully in keeping with the filth that sur-
ds them. How can people dwelling in such places keep clean! There are not even
~uate facilities for satisfying the most natural daily needs. There are so few privies
: they are either filled up every day or are too far away for those who need to use

How can these people wash when all that is available is the dirty water of the Irk?
mps and piped water are to be found only in the better-class districts of the town.
od no one can blame these helots® of modern civilisation if their homes are no
“ieaner than the occasional pigsties which are a feature of these slums. » = *

This, then, is the Old Town of Manchester. On re-reading my description of
. Old Town I must admit that, far from having exaggerated anything, 1 have not
ten vividly enough to impress the reader with the filth and dilapidation of a
<rict which is quite unfit for human habitation. The shameful lay-out of the Old
' has made it impossible for the wretched inhabitants to enjoy cleanliness,
-<h air, and good health. And such a district of at least twenty to thirty thousand
bitants lies in the very centre of the second city in England, the most impor-
factory town in the world. It is here that one can see how little space human

were likened to prisons such as the Bastille in Paris.
5. Serfs or slaves.

< Poor Laws of the 1830s established workhouses for
oor, where conditions were s0 appalling that they

beings need to move about in, how little air—and what air'—they need to breathe
in order to exist, and how few of the decencies of civilisation are really necessary in
order to survive. It is true that this is the Old Town and Manchester people stress
this when their attention is drawn to the revolting character of this hell upon
carth. But that is no defence. Everything in this district that arouses our disgust
and just indignation is of relatively recent origin and belongs to the industrial age.
The two or three hundred houses which survive from the earlier petiod of Mabm
chester’s history have long ago been deserted by their original inhabitants. It is
only industry which has crammed them full of the hordes of workers who now live
there. 1t is only the modern industrial age which has built over every scrap of
ground between these old houses to provide accommodation for the masses who
have migrated from the country districts and from Ireland. It is only the industrial
age that has made it possible for the owners of these shacks, fit only for the accom-
modation of cattle, to let them at high rents for human habitations. It is only mod-
ern industry which permits these owners to take advantage of the poverty of the
workers, to undermine the health of thousands to enrich themselves. Only industry |
has made it possible for workers who have barely emerged from a state of serfdom to
be again treated as chattels and not as human beings. The workers have been caged
in dwellings which are so wretched that no one else will live in them, and they
actually pay good money for the privilege of seeing these dilapidated hovels fall to
pieces about their ears. Industry alone has been responsible for all this and yet this
same industry could not flourish except by degrading and exploiting the workers.

' 1845

Benyims 0 Dis mell - Syl The Two Nedions

“\X/eﬁ, society may be in its infancy,” said Egremont, slightly smiling; “but, say
what you like, our Queen reigns over the greatest nation that ever existed.”

«Which nation?” asked the younger strangef, “for she reigns over two.”

The stranger paused; Egremont was silent, but looked inquiringly.

“Yes,” resumed the younger stranget after a moment’s interval. “Two nations;
between whom there is no intercourse and no sympathy; who are as ignorant of
cach other’s habits, thoughts, and feelings, as if they were dwellers in different
sones, ot inhabitants of different planets; who are formed by a different breeding,
are fed by a different food, are ordered by different manners, and are not governed

”

by the same laws.
“You speak of—" said Egremont, hesitatingly.

«The Rich and the Poor.”
1845



