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A Tentative Exploration of the Contribution of
Animals to the British “Industrial Revolution” and
Their Experience Therein

Li, Chien-hui*
Abstract

The British “Industrial Revolution” has attracted enormous attention from historians with
competing viewpoints from the late nineteenth century onwards. Over the past few decades,
the rise of animal-human history has challenged the predominant anthropocentric tendency in
history that tends to ignore the animal subjects and their historical experience, which has led
to the distortion of the historical realities. The historiography of the British industrializing
process exhibits just such a tendency. In addition, often regarded as a principal component of
the modernization process, industrialization has further been taken as a process wherein
humans have become divorced from nature and, animals divorced from the production process.
This, unfortunately, further justifies the absence of animals from the traditional historiography
of the British industrial revolution.

This article seeks to revise our understanding of the British industrial revolution by
placing nonhuman animals under the historical focus. It explores the roles played by
nonhuman animals in the industrial revolution, their contributions, as well as their lives and
bodily experiences therein. It investigates in turn three chief industries that contributed to the
emergence and sustenance of the British industrial revolution—agriculture, coal mining and
transportation—and traces the historical experience of different animal species involved
therein; namely, cattle, sheep, pigs and horses. In conclusion, the article reflects on the
implications of this revised narrative of the British industrial revolution—one that incorporates
its crucial animal actors—for the historical discipline as well as for human-animal relations
in the larger society.

Keywords: Industrial Revolution, Agricultural Revolution, livestock breeding, pit
ponies, horse transportation, animal history
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7 4B Frederick Engels, The Condition of the Working Class in England (New York: John W. Lovell, 1887 [1844]),
pp- 4, 12, 15; Karl Marx, “Preface to the First Edition,” in Capital, Vol. I (London: Penguin, 1976 [1967]), p. 91.
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