Farm or Factory?
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Directions:

1. READ the introduction and the story.

2. ANNOTATE while you read the introduction AND the story (circle unknown words, underline important phrases, “talk back” by writing your thoughts)

3. ANSWER the questions at the end of the reading.

Before the Industrial Revolution, people made goods by hand and with hand-powered machines at home. This was called the domestic system. Then the work shifted to factories with machines. Small farmers moved to the cities to work in these factories when wealthy landowners fenced in large farms they bought during the enclosure movement. The poor farmers were forced off the land and became the workforce for growing industries such as textiles. No special skills were necessary to work in those early factories. The workers repeated the same operations over and over, thousands of times each day.
Factory workers in cities often lived in filthy rooms in overcrowded slums. They worked in dark, airless factory rooms, where they were in constant danger from the unguarded machinery. They worked as long as there was light. Often, they could barely see what they were doing. The pay was low, but it was more than they could earn on the farm. Many of the workers in these factories (and in the mines) were women and children.

In this story a young girl of 14 returns to her family home on an English farm. Ask yourself whether she should stay on the farm. Did she make the right decision? What would her life have been like if she had stayed on the farm?

“Susan, welcome back from Manchester,” said Joyce. “It’s great to see you again. Are you going to stay home with us for a few months?”

“I’m glad to see you, too,” said Susan. “It’s been such a long time since I left home. No, I’m just visiting for a short time. I am not going to stay.”

“Why not?” asked Joyce. “You look terrible. You’re as skinny as a stick. Your clothes hang on you as though you’re a scarecrow!”

“Stop it, Joyce,” said Susan angrily. “I’ve been sick for the past few weeks. How do you expect me to look?”

“Please don’t be angry, Susan.” I just want you to be well and look healthy. Stay with us for a few weeks, and you’ll be yourself again.”

“I am myself. This is the real me,” answered Susan. “I have no intention of staying for more than a few weeks. I never want to feel the way I felt when I lived on the farm. My life was empty. All that I had to look forward to were the endless days and nights on the farm. There were chores to be done from sunrise to sunset. Chores and more chores every day, 365 days a year! There was no end to my work.”

“But the farm isn’t a factory. You don’t repeat the same movement minute after minute, hour after hour, day after day… talk about endless! Susan, look around you. It’s clean here, the air is so sweet and pure. The blue sky is up there to see, not just to dream about. It’s not blotted out by smoke from hundreds of factory chimneys. The water is good. There are no epidemics of diseases here in the country. You may not make any money, but I guarantee that you will live twice as long!”

“Joyce, you will die of boredom on the farm. The city may not be clean, but it has life. There are lights, good times, excitement. There are people, real people! We can talk, go out, have fun. I’m alive in the city, Joyce. I’m dead here!”

“Look at you, Susan. You tell me that you’re having a good time, but you look as though you’re steps from the grave. Face it. The factory work is killing you! How many hours do you work a week: 72, 84, 104? When do you have time for all that fun you go on about? You have less time off than you did on the farm. Do you think we don’t know what goes on in those factories? Do they let you work at your own pace? Do they beat you if you slow down? Is there light and air? Who pays the doctor if you get hurt on those dangerous machines? Don’t you try to tell me that there’s excitement and pleasure in working in a filthy room – 100 girls squeezed into a space where 15 would be a crowd! What happens when you try to talk to another girl? And suppose they did let you talk. Could you even hear anyone over the clatter of those machines?”

“Wait a minute,” interrupted Susan. “I never said that the factory was paradise. Sure, it’s hard work, and there are dangers. But we work on 60 hours a week. Life in the factory is much easier now. They hardly ever beat us. There’s more light in the factory than you think. Anyways, we usually stop work when the sun goes down. Yes, some girls do get hurt, but don’t accidents happen on the farm? I’ll never get hurt if I’m careful. And don’t forget, I get two free meals a day!”

“What do they give you to eat?” snorted Joyce. “Garbage, that’s what, and not too much! How much time do you get to eat? 10 Minutes? Every extra minute spent eating means less cloth made by your beautiful factory. The bosses aren’t going to lose profits so that you can eat your food in peace and quiet. Free meals? You know as well as I do that those meals come out of your pay.”

“You still miss the point,” continued Susan, refusing to give in. “Things are getting better every day. Besides, I’m away from home. I can earn money and I can save some. I’m on my own.”

“What are you earning? Is it one or two pennies an hour? How much can you save from all of that? You are living in a world of make believe. You’ll never have any money. Do you think you’ll get a husband? What will you look like in a few years? What man will have you with or without money? I can get a good night’s sleep after being out in the fresh air all day. I may not meet too many people, but the ones I do meet will be honest and trustworthy. I know that I won’t be robbed walking down some dark, crooked alley in a filthy city.”

The factory system revolutionized the production of goods. It brought new machines and procedures under one roof. Newly introduced farming methods, such as the seed drill invented by Jethro Tull, also greatly increased production. New varieties of crops were introduced. A problem in the past had been how to feed farm animals in the winter. This was solved by growing new crops such as clover and turnips. At the same time, larger and stronger domestic animals were developed by careful breeding. These new animals provided more and better quality meat, milk, and wool for a growing population. 
Understanding the Story: Write S for a statement Susan might have made and J for a statement Joyce might have made.
1. _____ I’m not going to stay here, life on the farm is full of endless chores.
2. _____ The air is pure and you can breath.
3. _____ The city is full of excitement and fun.
4. _____ They don’t give you enough to eat in the factory.
5. _____ You will live twice as long on the farm.
6. _____ I won’t be robbed on some filthy street!
7. _____ It’s hard work, but we only work 60 hours in the factory.
Questions for Review: Answer on a separate sheet of paper!

1. Why did Susan object to farm life?
2. Why did Joyce object to factory work?
3. Who invented the seed drill? What were other innovations in farming?
4. Pretend that you have just graduated from high school and your two job opportunities are: a) work on a farm in the country or b) work in a factory in the city. Which would you choose? Why? What differences would you expect to find between Susan’s factory and your factory? What differences would you expect to find between Joyce’s farm and your farm?
5. A newspaper reporter visited a typical factory in 1842, the year that the story took place. Read the description below and answer the questions that follow.

There are 15,000 people working in the factory. Most are under 15 years of age. Some, not yet seven years old, are barefoot. All start work at 5:30am. They do not finish until 7pm. They are weak looking, and many are crippled. They are beaten with a heavy strap by the foreman. This makes them work harder. They have never been to school.

a) Why do you suppose parents sent their children to work in factories like this one? 

b) Why would owners of factories want young children to work for them?

Talk Back Below!








