
THEMES OF THE HARMONY IN THE FUTURE FILM

Teacher’s Notes





With an award winning education programme, a range of interesting exhibitions and attractions and a dramatic riverside setting, New Lanark makes an excellent resource for educational groups.  The Harmony in the Future Film is one of key attractions in the Visitor Centre, and highlights the continuing relevance of Robert Owen’s ideas to present day society.  The themes raised in the film, which include Child Labour, Lifelong Learning, Poverty and Fair Trading mean New Lanark is suitable for Citizenship and Modern Studies as well as Geography and History – the subjects usually associated with industrial heritage sites like New Lanark. 

Throughout his life, Robert Owen campaigned for ‘a new moral world’, writing and lecturing extensively on his visionary plans for the future of mankind and society in the new Millennium:

“What ideas individuals may attach to the term Millennium, I know not; but I know that society may be formed so as to exist without crime, without poverty, with health greatly improved, with little, if any misery, and with intelligence and happiness increased a hundredfold; and no obstacle whatsoever intervenes at this moment except ignorance to prevent such a state if society from becoming universal”’. 



From Owen’s ‘Address to the Inhabitants of New Lanark’, 1816

Owen’s work at New Lanark and beyond inspired progressive education, factory reform, fair trading and many other issues still relevant today.  They may be photocopied for classroom use.  

Child Labour in the Mills

When Robert Owen became manager of New Lanark Mills on New Year’s Day 1800, children, including 500 orphans taken from the poorhouses, were working long hours and in poor conditions in the cotton mills.  This was similar to mills, mines and factories throughout the country during the 18th and 19th centuries where children were exploited for their cheap labour, and ability to do tasks requiring small bodies.  The following extract from ‘Chapters in the Life of a Dundee Boy’ by J Miles describes how damaging these long hours were to the children’s health and welfare:

“One poor boy……..was carrying an armful of bobbins from one flat to another.  When ascending the stair he sat down to rest himself, as his legs were sore and swollen by incessant standing.  In a few moments he was fast asleep.  Whilst enjoying this stolen repose the master happened to pass.  Without the least warning he gave him a violent slap on the side of the head, which stunned and stupefied him.  In a half-sleeping state of stupefaction he ran to the roving frame, which he sometimes attended, and five minutes had barely elapsed when his left hand got entangled with the machinery and two of his fingers were crushed to a jelly and had to be immediately amputate”’. 






Cited in ‘A History of Scottish People 1560-1830’ TC Smout

Robert Owen was opposed to the employment of young children (some at New Lanark were only six years old).  He believed that having children work during their most formative years was damaging to both body and mind.  

‘No real advantage has occurred from enabling our fashionable females to purchase fine lace and muslins at one-fourth of the former prices; but, to purchase them at this price, many thousands of our population have existed amidst disease and wretchedness, and have been carried prematurely to their graves’

Robert Owen - On the Employment of Children in Manufactories, 1818

Robert Owen’s Enlightened Management

Robert Owen’s management of New Lanark Mills was based on the principles of kindness and justice.  His position also allowed him to try a social experiment, which he felt would allow him to form, in a positive way, the character of his workers.  In order to do this he set about making radical changes to the way the village was run, one of the first being the abolition of employing orphans from the poorhouses.  He shortened working hours from twelve and a half to eleven and a half hours a day.  He refused to let the overseers punish his workers and introduced the silent monitor as a means of encouraging hard work.   Workers put a small part of their wage into a sickness fund, which would then pay them when they were ill.  For the rest of society at this time, health care was something only the rich could afford.

Education was at the core of his attempts to reform character and create a society free from crime and poverty, and so Owen decided to put some of the manufacturing profits into improving and expanding the existing educational facilities.  He built two buildings- the Institute for the Formation of Character, and the School for Children- for educational and social purposes.

Other mill managers thought Robert Owen was foolish spending money on decent working conditions and education.  However workers throughout the industrialized world soon became discontent with the way they were being treated, and began standing up for their rights.  Trade Unions were formed allowing workers to view their opinions, sometimes in the more violent form of riots and conflicts.

Robert Owen became a recognised leader of the working-class movement. He returned to Britain after working in America, and in 1834 helped to set up the Grand National Consolidated Trades Union.

Nowadays, the need to consider human rights is widely accepted and supported, and many influential people will be remembered for their part in campaigning for social justice, and equal rights, for all humans.

The section on social change in the film is reinforced by images of :
Jarrow unemployed march 1936

Banners (various): Trade Unions, the Men’s Co-operative Guild, Women’s suffrage march

Nelson Mandela, Wembley, 1991

Rev. Dr Martin Luther King, Jr., Washington DC, 1963

Mahatma Ghandi, Bombay, 1932

Mother Teresa, an interview, 1988

Child Labour Today

Some of the poorest paid workers in the developing world today are children.  According to UNICEF and the International Labour Organsation,, millions of children are still at risk from hazardous work, poor pay and exploitation.  Whilst poverty exists, families will be forced to send their children out to work.

Some of the worst cases exist when children are handed over to employers, through bonded labour, in exchange for small amounts of money. These children are vulnerable to ill treatment, and a loss of childhood as we know it, especially as they no longer have the protection of their parents.

Not only are children working in factories for export produce, others are employed in agriculture, or selling on the streets.  Many industries would not survive without them.  High birth rates, and a lack of schooling, ensure this pool of young workers is maintained.

And the problem is not confined to developing countries- children in industrialised countries work too. These children are often of an ethnic minority or immigrant background.  

As long as there are people prepared and able to exploit children, they will.  Pressure must therefore be put on governments to make this century one where child labour is eventually abolished.

Campaign for fairer trading and working conditions

Today many workers are still suffering poor conditions, and children are still being exploited for their cheap labour.  Therefore the campaign for better working conditions still remains in the 21st century. 

In the UK we are dependent on countries with warmer climates to produce goods such as coffee, tea, bananas and honey. When we buy our goods, we have expectations of price and quality, but we rarely consider the origin of these goods and the workers who have grown, harvested and packaged them.  The majority of these products originate from developing countries where workers suffer poor working conditions.

The Fairtrade Foundation is dedicated to encouraging the sale of Fairtrade products, which in turn improve the position of poor and marginalised producers of the developing world.  These producers have, in the past, suffered low prices, insecure contracts, low wages and poor living and working conditions. 

The problem lies in the fact that whilst the market price of some goods has not risen too much, the costs of producing it has. This puts pressure on the producers to reduce costs, through a reduction in wages, cutting corners with health and safety, and avoiding investment in new, improved technology.  The Foundation helps these people by giving them the Fairtrade guarantee - it gives the producers a better deal, which in turn should benefit their employees.  Regular inspection and audit ensure that this is being achieved.

Look out for Fairtrade products in your supermarket.

For more information on Fairtrade: www.fairtrade.org.uk.

The Early Co-operative Movement

Robert Owen was disappointed when he first came to New Lanark village, because the shops in operation were selling poor produce at enormous prices, leaving many of the villagers in debt.

In response, Robert Owen opened his village store, which would sell at fair prices, and supply good quality goods.  He encouraged villagers to budget their money, and soon their debts were cleared.

Robert Owen’s ideas of helping improve the lives of the villagers inspired many others.  Several set up co-operatives and self-help groups.  One such group, the ‘Rochdale Friendly Co-operative Society’ was set up by a group of flannel weavers.  They opened up a retail store, and went on to play a major part in the Co-operative movement.  The movement now has international support in the form of the International Co-operative Alliance.

For more information read ‘The New Lanark Village Store’  a NLT publication. (See Sales sheet)

also: www.co-op.co.uk.

Education- a basic right

Robert Owen believed that education was the key to forming the character.  He believed that by providing education, alongside fair working conditions, the villagers of New Lanark would become good citizens.  Children at New Lanark attended school until they were ten years old, a concept quite unique in the 1820s.  The schools were free from punishment and harsh words. Owen believed that if children enjoyed going to school they would be less likely to misbehave.  His schooling system, housed in the Institute and School for Children, included the world’s first nursery school, and had an ethos similar to that found in schools today.

Visitors to New Lanark during Owen’s management commented favourably on his schools.  They found bright and airy classrooms, enthusiastic teachers, and children dressed in white toga-like tunics, quite a contrast to the widely accepted idea of gloomy mills and schools, usually associated with the Industrial Revolution.  

See Information Sheet 4  ‘The Institute for the Formation of Character’ 

 also,  the NLT publication ‘The Story of Robert Owen’ (details of both on Sales Sheet)

Unfortunately in some parts of the world children still don’t receive an education. Oxfam is one group that is trying to remedy this problem, with campaigns such as ‘Education for All’’.  Their statistics showed that at the turn of the new Millennium, around 125 million children were not attending school, and a further 150 million would have dropped out before they had learned to read or write.  The sub-Saharan region of Africa was identified as having the poorest educational facilities,  where two-thirds of the population were illiterate.  

Yet, education is vital to children’s futures.  It gives them a chance to improve their lives, acquire skills, and make responsible decisions.  Unfortunately some countries lack the funds to support a good education system.  Other priorities eat away into these nations’ economies, which are already burdened with debt.  Even where there is school provision, families still send their children to work,  to help supplement the family income.

Breaking the cycle of poverty, releasing the countries from debt, and putting pressure on governments to make education a priority are all major factors in the process of finding solutions.  Education for All is achievable; it will just take time, money and effort from everyone.

(Visit http://www.unesco.org/education for more information)

Classrooms of the Future

It is thought that in the future, computers will be able to store all the knowledge of mankind.  The concept of a knowledge resource available by computer to a teenager seems realistic for the year 2200.  Harmony’s computer ‘Antares’ is named after the star, representing the futuristic possibilities of harnessing light energy.

Schools will always be important for passing on the knowledge of society, and as new technologies allow the learning process to advance in some nations, we must not forget those who have no education at all.

Healthy Living, and Community Responsibility

In the 19th and early 20th century, Scotland’s urban areas, which surrounded the mills and factories were overcrowded, with dirt and disease thriving in the air and water.  The centres of Glasgow and Edinburgh became overcrowded with shabby tenement houses, known as ‘slums’.  

The industrial revolution brought wealth and better lifestyles to some, but to others it meant they were forced to work long hours under strict management principles and in the towns, in poor conditions.  Glasgow, Dundee, Edinburgh and Paisley all attracted industry during the early 19th century and grew at alarming rates as a result.  For example between 1801 and 1831 Glasgow’s population grew from 77,000 to 202,000.  Houses were often cramped, with little or no sanitation.  Landlords were unwilling, or unable to maintain the houses which were rented by families so poor they took in lodgers even when the family themselves had only a single room.  The following extract from The Scottish Home, edited by A. Carruthers, describes the cramped tenement areas: 

‘Going into the house, people were often struck by the darkness and gloom.  Older tenements were frequently so close to each other that light was limited, and new buildings put up in the garden grounds of existing tenements created the infamous ‘blacklands’, with warren-like passages and classes.  The internal layout, too, could be entirely dark and unventilated….It must have been foul smelling, since one privy or dry closet served thirty-four houses with a population of one hundred and thirty people’.
Yet back in 1842 Robert Owen was showing concern for our environment:

‘To obtain and preserve health in the best state to ensure happiness, pure air is necessary.  It is at once obvious that large cities and extensive manufactories are not well calculated to permit pure air…’ 

New Lanark never seemed to reach the grim standards of other mill areas.  No waste was allowed to be dumped on the streets, and Robert Owen drew up a list of rules for house owners to ensure their houses were kept clean.   Villagers were discouraged from damaging the village property and its surrounding environment.  Children were encouraged to bathe in the Institute’s bathing machines, and the village doctor saw anyone who was ill. 

Owen’s village at New Lanark, with its pleasant surroundings and strong community spirit, influenced others in the creation of ideal settlements.   Movements such as Garden Cities and Utopian Communities were based on many of Owen’s principles.

Find out about life in the village, and Owen’s improvements in living standards-  

see ‘Living in New Lanark’ a NLT publication.

The Cast

Harmony’s name was especially chosen to fit in with the theme at New Lanark of Robert Owen’s Quest for Universal Harmony.  It is hoped that those who watch the film will consider those who have tried to encourage humans live in harmony,  both with one another, and with nature. 

The girl who acted as Harmony is from Edinburgh, whilst most of the other children we see were chosen from local schools.  Their images remind us that children are our future, and that whatever their outward appearance and lifestyle, they are all the same inside.
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