
Chapter 1

Working conditions 



What were the working 
conditions like? 





Working class
With Industrialism, the new social class known as 
the working class emerged. This consisted of 
men, women and children who worked in the 
factories. Wealthy businessmen formed the 
business class and became wealthy through the 
labour of those who were in the working class 

The working class were not factory workers. They 
were also miners, dock workers, railway workers, 
construction workers, and many more. 



Working conditions

Working class faced terrible working conditions

● To increase profits, factory owners imposed gruelling 

regimens: low wages, 60-70 hour work weeks and a fast 

pace of work in unsafe, poorly heated and poorly lit 

conditions. 

Both men and women were often subject to violence from their 

bosses



Working conditions

Women were paid ½ as much as men and children were paid ¼ as 
much. 

● The Report of the Royal commission on the Relations and 
Labor and Capital in Canada (1886-1889) reported that a 
family required an income of $9 a week just to get by. The 
average salary for a man was between $6.50-$8 which meant 
women and children had to work in order to meet their 
needs

Many bosses preferred child labourers because they were cheaper 
and more obedient than men. 



Working conditions 
Workplaces were typically unhealthy. 

They were poorly ventilated, poorly lit 

and poorly heated. There were also 

dangerous machines making 

workplace accidents common. 

Workers had no social protection. If 

they were injured on the job or got 

sick, they were not paid and could 

even lose their jobs. 



http://www.youtube.com/watch?v=ddiOJLuu2mo






Workers movement
After 1850, workers became aware that they needed to join 

forces in order to demand changes in their working conditions. 

This was the start of the workers movement. 

Union associations demanded better working conditions for 

workers. They called for reduced working hours, insurance in case 

of illness and recognition of unions. Their demands sometimes 

led to strikes. These unions were poorly organized and when they 

first started, they were illegal.



Workers’ movement

In 1872, unions were legalized when the Canadian government 

passed the Trade Unions Act

The first unions were started in the US and represented male trades 

like machining. Unskilled workers were generally not unionized

● This began to change in 1881 when the Knights of Labour 

spread to Canada. It organized both skilled and unskilled 

workers. 

● The main demands made by unions were a reduction in work 

hours and workdays, restrictions on child labour and higher 

wages. The main pressure tactic they would use was to strike



Government measures

In the 1880s, the Quebec government and federal government 

recognized the need to protect workers health and safety and to 

regulate factory work 

● IN 1885, the Quebec Factories Act was passed which set the 

minimum age for factory work to 12 for boys and 14 for girls. 

It also made limits on the hours worked in a week

● In 1886, the federal government established the Royal 

Commission on the Relations of Labour and Capital which 

recommended the adoption of things like the number of 

working hours, minimum age and compensation for workers 

injured on the job 







What role to unions play 
today? Do individuals still 

strike today? 



http://www.youtube.com/watch?v=cejnzBh0PKg

