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PREFACE

Tais book will certainly be read by some who wish to pass one
or other of the numerous examinations in economic and social
history which face students today, and I naturally hope that it
will help them to do so. However, it is not designed simply as a
textbook, nor can it be used very profitably as a book of reference.
Tt attempts to describe and account for Britain’s rise as the first
industrial power, its decline from the temporary domination of
the pioneer, its rather, special relationship with the rest of the
world, and some of the effects of all these on the life of the people
in this country. All these matters should be of interest to any
intelligent citizen; and I have therefore tried to write in as
non-technical a way as possible and to assume no prior knowledge
of any of the social sciences in the reader. This does not mean
that the questions asked-and I hope answered) here in ordinary
prose could not be reformulated in the more technical language
of the various disciplines. However, Thave assumed an elementary
knowledge of the outlines of British history since 1750. It would
be helpful if readers who happen not to know what the Napoleonic
Wars were, or are ignorant of names such as Peel and Gladstone,
were prepared to find out on their own.

Since neither the questions nor the answers about British
economic and social history are universally agreed upon, I am
unable to say that this book represents the consensus of scholars.
It is pleasant to observe that British economic and social history
of the past 200 years is now a subject in which research is intense
and discussion lively and sometimes passionate, but of course
this makes the task of the historian who wishes to give a general
interpretation of the entire period much more difficult. Part of
the difficulty is due to the curious situation of economic history
which, as a specialized field of enquiry, serves both the needs of
historians and of economists, whose paths, or at least whose
needs, have increasingly diverged. Economics has become an
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increasingly specialized mathematical discipline. Since the first
publication of this book a branch of economic history known by
such names as ‘new economic history’ or ‘cliometrics’, which
essentially uses technically sophisticated quantification to verify
or falsify the propositions of economic theory as they apply to
economic history, has become much more prominent. At the
same time the development of an ill-defined but increasingly
large field of ‘social history” has pulled a part of the subject matter
of economic history, as traditionally practised, in a different direc-
tion, while new and important fields, such as women’s history,
have emerged in the same general area — but with more specialized
interests. Since the 1960s economic history has also been increas-
ingly observed, with scepticism, by researchers interested less in
what happened and why than in how people, and notably current
historians, ‘construct’ their theories about it. Fortunately most
people interested in economic history believe that it raises ques-
tions whichrequire answers, but each of these fieldsis preoccupied
by particular questions to which it gives particular answers.

So readers might as well be clear about what questions are
asked and (hopefully) answered in this book. The authors assume
that the central theme of the economic history of the modern
world is that of the development and transformations of the
capitalist world economy. Britain was both the first industrial
nation and, from the eighteenth century until the early twentieth,
the central pillar in the construction of the world economy. Why
this was so, what Britain’s relations were with the world of empire
and economic dependency, how the country was affected both by
its pioneer achievements and by the rise of other and more modern
industrial powers: these are some of the questions Industry and
Empire is concerned with. Whether the answers given in this book
will prove to be true is uncertain, though naturally I hope they
will. Whether they make sense and a coherent whole is something
which readers must judge for themselves.

An author who revises a book first published almost a third
of a century ago must ask himself whether the interests of the
reader at the end of the century are so different from the ones
originally envisaged that the book no longer addresses them.
When Industry and Empire was written economic historians were
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preoccupied by the problems of economic dftvelopment and
industrialization. They still are, though in a different manner.
They were also preoccupied, under the impact of the great
movements of the decolonization, by the sharp and grow,mg
cleavage between the ‘developed’ and _the ‘u.nderdevelope}:l ﬁr
‘emergent’ world outside Europe, which S.tlll laclfec.l both the
name and the reality of the NICs (‘newly industrialized coun-
tries’). They still are, though in a different manner. The problem
of the decline of Britain and Britain’.s rolft in the world economy
is a major theme of the book, and 1s still a matter of prfzssmgf
concern. Industry and Empire therefore_stlll has something o
relevance to say to readers of the new millennium.

This is a work of synthesis, rather than of original research,
and therefore rests on the labours of a great many other scholars.
Even its judgements are sometimes tl}ose of others. To ackl?ol\li(v—
ledge all my debts fully would require an elaborate and bulky
apparatus of references and, although an act of courtesy Itohmy
colleagues, would be of little value to ordinary readers. I have
therefore confined references on the whole to sources of dlrgct
quotations and occasionally of facts taken from fairly recondite
sources. Nor have I attempted to giYe full references where, as
in some parts of the book, I have relied on primary sources au}l1
not secondary works. The guide to further readlpg and t f;
bibliographical notes attached to each chapter mention some 0
the works on which I have drawn. These guides do not constitute

ibliography. ‘ .

’ p(r)?lieiirti;tl) wgg)rdpofy warning. Economic history 1s essentially
quantitative, and therefore uses statistics a good deal. However,
figures have limitations whichare not qften unders.tood by laymeg
and sometimes neglected by specia!lsts who, since Fhey neex

them, accept them with fewer questions t}}ar} they might. So it
is worth listing a few. There can be no statistics unless someon_e1
has first done the counting. In history often nobody has untl1
relatively recently. (For instance, there are no figures fo; an
output before 1854, no adequate figures for_ unemployme’ntf 13 org
1921.) In such cases we have no stauistics but only informe

estimates, or more ot less wild guesses. The best we can expect
is orders of magnitude. However much we may want to get more
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out of such figures, we may be unable to. Nobody can build a
bridge carrying heavy trucks out of a few rotten planks. Statistics
collected for any purpose have a margin of error, and the earlier
they have been collected, the less reliable they are. All statistics
are answers to specific and extremely narrow questions, and if
they are used to answer other questions, whether in their crude
form or after more or less sophisticated manipulation, they must
be treated with extreme caution. In other words, readers must
learn to beware of the apparent solidity and hardness of tables
of historical statistics, especially when presented naked without
the elaborate wrapping of description with which the skilled

 statistician surrounds them. They are essential. They allow us
to express certain things with great conciseness and (for some
of us) vividness. But they are not necessarily more reliable than
the approximations of prose. The ones I have used come largely
from that admirable compendium, Mitchell and Deane’s Abstract
of British Historical Statistics, and its successor, B. R. Mitchell’s
British Historical Statistics.

The original manuscript of this book was read by Kenneth
Berrill, who eliminated some errors but is not responsible for
those that remain. As the original text ended, for practical pur-
poses, with the advent of the Labour government of 1964, though
occasionally glancing beyond it, a new chapter has been added
by Professor Chris Wrigley to bring the history of economic
events up to date from the 1960s to the rggos. He has also
updated some of the statistics, the notes and the guide to further
reading. I have written an entirely new Conclusion. The rest of
the text has been modified in varying degrees, to eliminate
statements which are no longer true, to take account of more
recent research and the wisdom of hindsight, and to make at
least a nominal attempt to fill the most inexcusable gap in the
first edition: the total failure to pay attention to women.

I am grateful to Penguin Books and an army of unknown
readers for keeping this book in print without a break since 1968
and for giving me, with the help of Chris Wrigley, the opportunity
to take it into the twenty-first century.

London, 1998 EJ.H

INTRODUCTION

THE Industrial Revolution marks the most fundamental transfo.r-
mation of human life in the history of the w.orl.d recor.ded in
written documents. For a brief period‘ it. coincided ‘ with the
history of a single country, Great Britain. An. entire worlfl
economy was thus built on, or rather arqupd, Brltam,. and this
country therefore temporarily rose toa position qf glqbal influence
and power unparalleled by any state of its relat_lve size before or
since, and unlikely to be paralleled by any state 1n the foreseqab}e
future. There was a moment in the world’s hls.tory when Britam
can be described, if we are not too pedant?c, asits only. woykshop,
its only massive importer and exporter, its only carrier, its only
imperialist, almost its only foreign investor; and for that reascig
its only naval power and the only one yvhlch had a genuine wor
policy. Much of this monepoly was simply due to the loneliness
of the pioneer, monarch of all he surveys begauge of tht? a'bsenc.e
of any other surveyors. When other countries industrialized, it
ended automatically, though the apparatus of vs{or}d economic
transfers constructed by, and in terms of, Britain remained
indispensable to therest of the worl.d fora wh{le 10nge':r..Neyerthe—
less, for most of the world the ‘British’ era of industrialization was
merely a phase — the initial, or an early phase — of contemporary
history. For Britain it was obviously much more than this. We
have been profoundly marked by the experience of our economic
and social pioneering and remain n.lar_ked. by it to th}s day. Th%s
unique historical situation of Britain 1s the subject of this
bo%lionomists and economic historians have d_iscussgd the
characteristics, advantages and disadvgntagf:s of being an 1n'dus-
trial pioncer at great length and with dlfferent concl}lsmr;ls,
depending mainly.on whether they have tried to explain why
undeveloped economies today fail to catch up with develqpetd
ones, or why early industrial starters — and most notably Britain
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—allow themselves to be outdistanced by later ones. The advan-
tages of making an industrial revolution in the eighteenth and
early nineteenth centuries were great, and we shall consider some
of them in the chapters discussing this period. The disadvantages
— for instance, a rather archaic technology and business structure
which may become too deeply embedded to be readily abandoned,
or even modified — are likely to emerge at a later stage; in Britain
between the 1860s and the end of the nineteenth century. They
will also be briefly considered in the chapters on that period.
"The view taken in this book is that the relative decline of Britain
is, broadly speaking, due to its early and long-sustained start as
anindustrial power. Nevertheless this factor must not be analysed
in isolation. What is at least equally important is the peculiar,
indeed the unique, position of this country in the world economy,
which was partly the cause of our early success and which was
reinforced by it. We were, or we increasingly became, the agency
of economic interchange between the advanced and the backward,
the industrial and the primary-producing, the metropolitan and
the colonial or quasi-colonial regions of the world. Perhaps
because it was so largely built round Britain, the world economy
of nineteenth-century capitalism developed as a single system of
free flows, in which the international transfers of capital and
commodities passed largely through British hands and insti-
tutions, in British ships between the continents, and were calcu-
lated in terms of the pound sterling. And because Britain began
with the immense advantages of being indispensable to under-
developed regions (either because they needed us or because
they were not allowed to do without us), and indispensable also
to the systems of trade and payments of the developed world,
Britain always had a line of retreat open when the challenge of
other economies became too pressing. We could retreat further
into both Empire and Free Trade — into our monopoly of as
yet undeveloped regions, which in itself helped to keep them
unindustrialized, and into our functions as the hub of the world’s
trading, shipping and financial transactions. We did not have to
compete but could evade. And our ability to evade helped to

perpetuate the archaic and increasingly obsolete industrial and
social structure of the pioneer age.
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The single liberal world economy, thc?oretl.cally self&refgglraitt:ilrgl,
but in fact requiring the semi-automatic switchboar h(_) . Corre:
collapsed between the wars. _Tbe political system w 1ca ore
sponded toit,and in whicha limited number qf Westt;rn v pnd St
states held the monopoly of industry, of military force au !
political control in the undeveloped world, also began to co all()1 1
after the Russian Revolution of 1917, a}nd very much more r:}gunéf
after the Second World War. Oth}:r industrial econ()rx}lf:?c ound
it easier to adjust themselves to this collapse, for the Izlmei ;, nih
century liberal economy had been merely an episo en | e
development. Indeed their emergence was one reaso ol
eventual breakdown. Britain four}d itself much moredpr(:1 undly
affected. It was no longer essential to the world. ¥n ]ee , l]d ¢
nineteenth-century sense there was 1no longer a smlg(:1 ebw?r 1
be essential to. What new base for its economy cou et ou di(.i

Unsystematically, often unmt‘entlonally, the coulrll erall_
indeed adjust itself, changing rapidly from an um;sua yd mall
scale and uncontrolled into an um_lsually monopo 1;'( and ate
controlled economy, from relying on export-base o
industries to horpe—mark‘et—based ones, and, rz%ther more st 'on Z(;
from older technologies and forrps of 1nd'usmal organlzadl.ohow
newer ones. Yet the great question ljemamed unanswered: "
would such a national economy fit into the world eclonoiinlzfced
the twenty-first century? For that economy hqd not on }; reational
the status of Britain dramatically from the thlrd-.larges n tions!
economy (as it still was in 1960) to the sixth in 1995, bu it
also reduced the economic role of all but thf: most eﬁlo us
nation-states. What was to be the future of Brltgm int de gupthe
national economic unit of the European Union, hqnh 1nmed
transnational or frontier-crossing global econompy which see
to become ever more dominant from the 1970s? e to

Social historians have discussed the pecgharl;les th;le Lo
Britain’s pioneer start less often :chan €conomists. ket wsytwo
very marked. For Britain combines, as everygrlle r‘lio Oiitical
at first sight incompatible pl_len(?mena. Its socia ‘a;n prﬁcm1
institutions and practices maintain a remarkablhe, ‘11 suptltl thosé
continuity with the pre—industr}al past, symbolize }; (;1 | those
things which, by their very rarity in the modern world,
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the foreign sightseer and a fortunately increasing amount of
foreign tourist currency: Queen and Lords, the ceremonials of
long-obsolete or archaic institutions and the rest. At the same
time this is in many respects the country which has broken most
radically with all previous ages of human history: the peasantry
most completely eliminated, the proportion of men and women
earning their living purely by wage (or salaried) labour higher
than anywhere else, urbanization earlier and probably greater
than elsewhere. Consequently this is also the country in which
class divisions were, at least until recently, more simplified than

~ elsewhere (as indeed were regional divisions). For in spite of the
usual existence of a fairly large number of levels of income, status
and snobbery, most people in fact tend to work on the assumption
that there are only two classes which count, namely the ‘working
class’ and the ‘middle class’, and the British two-party system
reflected this duality to a considerable extent until the late 19gos,
when the numerical decline of the manual working class and the
rise of a large and mainly poor minority of the permanently
non-employed, caused all major parties to focus their attention
on the middle class.

Both phenomena are evidently connected with Britain’s early
economic start, though their roots go back, at least in part, to a
period before the one dealt with in this book. How drastically
the formal political and social institutions of a country are trans-
formed in the process of turning it into an industrial and capitalist
state depends on three factors: on the flexibility, adaptability, or
the resistance of its old institutions, on the urgency of the actual
need for transformation, and on the risks inherent in the great
revolutions, which are the normal ways in which they come
about. In Britain the resistance to capitalist development had
ceased to be effective by the end of the seventeenth century. The
very aristocracy was, by continental standards, almost a form of
‘bourgeoisie’, and two revolutions had taught the monarchy to be
adaptable. Since Britain actually became the model of industrial
capitalism and world economic empire, the argument that British
capitalism would somehow have been more wholeheartedly capi-
talist if it had not found the old institutions more willing to adapt
to it — for instance, if Oliver Cromwell’s Republic had proved
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to be lasting — is implausible. Oddly enough it has, fo%‘ opposing
political reasons, been put forward both by a section of the
extreme left and the extreme free-market right. o
As we shall see, the technical problems of i.ndustr.lahz_atlon
were unusually easy, and the extra costs apd inefficiencies (?f
handling them with obsolete institutional equipment (and especi-
ally a grossly obsolete legal system) were easily tolerable. And
when the mechanism of peaceful adjustment worked worst, and
the need for radical change seemed most urgent — as in the first
half of the nineteenth century — the risks of revolution were a}so
unusually great, just because if it got out of ‘control it looked. lfke
turning into a revolution of the new working class. No British
government could rely, like all nineteentl}—pentury Fr’epch, Ger-
man or American governments, on mobilizing the political forces
of country against city, of vast masses Qf peasants gnd small
shopkeepers or otler petits-bourgeois against a minornty — often
a scattered and localized minority — of proletarians. The first
industrial power of the world was also the one in which the
manual working class was numerically dominant. To keep social
tensions low, to prevent the dissensions among sectors f’f the
ruling classes from getting out of hand, was not r_nerely adylsable,
but seemed essential. It'also happened, with brief exceptions, to
be quite practicable. o o
Britain thus developed the characteristic combination of a
revolutionary social base and, at least at one moment — the
period of militant economic liberalism — a sweeping tr‘1umph
of doctrinaire ideology, with an apparently traditionalist apd
slow-changing institutional superstructure. The immense barrier
of power and profit built up in the nineteenth century protected
the country against those political and economic catastrophes
which might have forced radical changes upon 1t. We were never
defeated in war, still less destroyed. Even the impact of the
greatest non-political cataclysm of the twentieth century, the
Great Slump of 1929—33, was not as sudden, acute and general
as in other countries, including the USA. The siatus quo was
sometimes shaken, but never utterly disrupted. We have so far
suffered erosion, but not collapse. And whenever crises threat-
ened to become unmanageable, the penalties of allowing them
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to get out of hand were always present in the minds of the
country’s rulers. Until the era of Mrs Thatcher, who discovered
that parts of the manual working class, already on the way to
losing its majority status, could also be politically attracted to
Conservatism, there had hardly been a moment when the politi-
cally decisive section of rulers forgot the fundamental political
fact of modern Britain, namely that this country could not be
run in flat defiance of its working-class majority, and that it could
always afford the modest cost of conciliating a crucial section of
this majority. By the standards of other leading industrial coun-
tries hardly any blood has been shed iz Britain (as distinct from
colonies or dependencies) in defence of the political and economic
system for more than a century.*

This evasion of drastic confrontations, this preference for
sticking old labels on new bottles, should not be confused with
the absence of change. In terms both of social structure and of
political institutions the changes since 1750 have been profound,
and at certain moments both rapid and spectacular. They have
been concealed both by the taste of moderate reformers for
advertising negligible modifications of the past as ‘peaceful’ or
‘silent’ revolutions,t of all respectable opinion for disguising
major changes as additions to precedent, and by the very striking
traditionalism and conservatism of so many British institutions.
This traditionalism is real, but the word itself covers two quite
distinct phenomena.

The first of these is the preference for maintaining the form
of old institutions with a profoundly changed content; indeed in
many cases the creation of a pseudo-tradition and a pseudo-
customary legitimacy for quite new institutions. The functions
of the monarchy today have very little in common with those of
the monarchy in 1750, while the ‘public schools’ as we now know

*The few exceptions — Trafalgar Square 1887, Featherstone 1893, Tony-
pandy 1911 — stand out in the history of British labour dramatically.

tThus the achievements of the Labour governments of 1945-51, which
marked, if anything, a retreat from the effectively socialist wartime economy
of Britain, were at one time advertised as such a ‘revolution’, and so was
the educational progress of Britain in the first half of the twentieth century,
which strikes the observer as unusually hesitant.
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them barely existed before the middle of the nine_teenth century,
and their incrustation of tradition is almost entirely Victorian.
The second, however, is the marked ten@ency for. once-
revolutionary innovations to acqgire the patina qf _then' ov;fln
tradition by the length of their existence. Since Britain was the
first industrial capitalist country, an'd was for long one in whlclh
changes were comparatively .slpgglsh, 1.t'has 'prov1d£c1d ample
opportunities for such industrlallzef:i tradmonal.lsm. W. at passels
for British Conservatism is, ideologically, the laissez~faire liberal-
ism which triumphed between 1820 and 1850, and except for-
mally, this is also the content of the age-old and customary
Common Law, at all events in the field of property and contract.
So far as the content of their decisions is concerned, most B_rmsh
judges should be wearing top hats and mutton-chop .whlskers
rather than full-bottomed wigs. So far as the way of l{fe of the
British middle classes is concerned, its most characteristic aspect,
the suburban house and garden, merely goes back to the first
phase of industrialization, when their ancestors began to move
out from the smoke and fog of the polluted town centres to
the hills and commons beyond. So far as the wgr'klng, class is
concerned, as we shall see what is call«?d its ‘traditional wa;lf of
life is if anything more recent still. It is ha}rdly ’found com‘;; etef
anywhere before the 1880s. And the “traditional’ mode of life o
the professional intellectual, garden suburb? country cottage,
intellectual weekly and all, is more recent still, since that class
itself hardly existed as a self-cons.cmus group before _the
Edwardian period. ‘Tradition’ in this sense is not a serious
obstacle to change. Often it is merely a Brlt{sh way of giving a
label to any moderately enduring facts, gspeaally at the moment
when these facts are themselves beginning to cl}ange. After they
have been changed for a generation, they will in turn be called
‘traditional’.
l.ra;ddo not wish to deny the autonomous power of accumulated
and fossilized institutions and habitstoactas a brake upon change.
Up to a point they have this power, thoug}} it 1s‘ coup'Fera,cteiil2 ali
cast potentially, by that other ingrained British ‘tradition’, whic
is never to resist irresistible changes, but to absorb them as
quickly and quietly as possible. What passes for the power
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of ‘conservatism’ or ‘traditionalism’ is often something quite
different: vested interest and the absence of sufficient pressure.
Britain is in itself no more traditionalist than other countries;
less so in, say, social habits than the French, much less so in the
official inflexibility of obsolete institutions (such as an eighteenth-
century Constitution) than the USA.. It has so far merely been
more conservative, because the vested interest in the past has been
unusually strong, more complacent, because more protected; and
perhaps also more unwilling to try new paths for its economy,
because no new paths seem to lead to half so inviting a prospect
as the old ones. These may now be impassable, but other roads
do not appear very passable either.
This book is about the history of Britain. However, as even
the past few pages will have made clear, an insular history of
Britain (and there have been too many such) is quite inadequate.
In the first place Britain developed as an essential part of a global
economy, and more particularly as the centre of that vast formal
or informal ‘empire’ on which its fortunes have so largely rested.
"To write about this country without also saying something about
the West Indies and India, about Argentina and Australia, is
unreal. Nevertheless, since I am not here writing the history of
the world economy or of its British imperial sector, my references
to the outside world must be marginal. We shall see in later
chapters what Britain’s relations to it were, how Britain was
affected by changes in it, and occasionally, in a brief phrase or
two, how dependence on Britain affected those parts of it which
belonged directly to the British satellite or colonial system: for
instance, how the industrialization of Lancashire prolonged and
developed slavery in America, or how some of the burdens of
British economic crisis could be passed on to the primary-
producing countries for whose exports we (or for that matter
other industrialized countries) were the only outlet. But the
purpose of such remarks is simply to remind the reader constantly
of the inter-relations between Britain and the rest of the world,
without which our history cannot be understood. It is no more.
However, another kind of international reference cannot be
avoided either. The history of British industrial society is a
particular case — the first and at times the most important — of
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the general phenomena of industrialization under capitalism, and
if we take an even broader view, of the general phen(?menon (?f
any industrialization. Inevitably we must ask how typlpal of this
phenomenon the British example is; or in more pra}ctlcal terms
— for the world today consists of countries trying to 1'n‘dustr1allz‘e
rapidly — what other countries can learn from the B1:1t1sh experi-
ence. The answer is that they can learn much in prlnqp‘le,
but rather little in actual practice. The very priority of Br{tlsh
development makes this country’s case in most respects unique
and unparalleled. No other country had to make its md‘ustrlal
revolution virtually alone, unable to benefit from the existence
of an already established industrial sector of the wo.rld economy,
to draw on its resources of experience, skill, or capital. Both the
extremes to which, for instance, British social development was
pushed (for example the virtual elimination of the peasantry and
the small-scale artisan producers) and the highly peculiar pattern
of British econothic relations with the undeveloped world may
well be largely due to this situation. Conversely, the fact that
Britain made its industrial revolution in the eighteenth century,
and was reasonably well prepared for making.it, mlr'nrplzed
certain problems which have been acute in later industrializers,
or in those which faced a greater initial leap from backwardnf:ss
to economic advance. The technology with which develop{ng
countries must operate today is more complex and expensive
than that with which Britain made its industrial revoluFl_on.
The forms of economic organization are different. The political
context is different. .
The history of Britain is therefore not a model for the economic
development of the world today. If we seek any reasons for
studying and analysing it, other than the automatic interest which
the past, and especially past greatness, holds fqr many peo_ple,
we shall find only two very convincing ones. Britain’s past since
the Industrial Revolution still lies heavily on the present, and
the practical solution of the actual problems of our economy ar}d
society therefore require us to understan.d something abouF it.
More generally, the record of the earliest, the lqngest-hved
industrial and capitalist power cannot but throw.hght on the
development of industrialization as a phenomenon in the history
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of the world. For the planner, the social engineer, the applied
economist (in so far as he does not concentrate his attention on
British problems), this country is merely one ‘case-study’, and
for twentieth-century purposes not the most interesting or rel-
evant. For the historian of human progress from the cave-man
to tht? wielders of atomic power and the cosmic travellers, it is
of unique interest. No change in human life since the invention
of agriculture, metallurgy and towns in the New Stone Age has
been so profound as the coming of industrialization. It came,
inevitably and temporarily, in the form of a capitalist economy
and society, and it was probably also inevitable that it should
come in the form of a single ‘liberal’ world economy depending
for a time on a single leading pioneer country. That country was
Britain, and as such it stands alone in history.

XX

I
BRITAIN IN 1750

Wiiat the contemporary observer sees is not necessarily the
truth, but the historian neglects it at his peril. Britain — or
rather Iingland — in the eighteenth century was a much-observed
country, and if we are to grasp what has happened to it since
the Industrial Revolution, we may as well begin by trying to see
it through the eyes of its numerous and studious foreign visitors,
always anxious to learn, generally to admire, and with ample
leiwure to pay attention to their surroundings. By modern stan-
durds they needed it. The traveller who landed around 1750 at
Daover or Harwich after an unpredictable and often lengthy
crossing (say thirty-odd hours from Holland) would be well
advised to rest the night in one of the expensive, but remarkably
comfortable, English inns which invariably impressed him very
luvourably. He would travel perhaps fifty miles by coach the next
duy, and, after another night’s rest at Rochester or Chelmsford,
would enter London in the middle of the next day. Travel at
this rate required leisure. The alternative for the poor man —
wulking or coastal shipping — was cheaper and slower, or cheaper
but unpredictable. Within a few years the new rapid mail coaches
night get him from London to Portsmouth between morning
ael nightfall, from London to Edinburgh in sixty-two hours,
but in 1750 he would still have to reckon on ten to twelve days
lor the latter journey.

Ie would immediately be struck by the greenness, tidiness,
the apparent prosperity of the countryside, and by the apparent
vomlort of ‘the peasantry’. “The whole of this country’, wrote
the 1lanoverian Count Kielmansegge in 1761 of Essex, ‘is not
unlike a well-kept garden,” and he spoke for most other tourists.
Yiee the usual English tour confined itself to the south and
middle parts of England, this impression was not quite accurate,
bt the contrast with most parts of the continent was real enough.
‘I tourist would then, equally invariably, be deeply impressed

I




Industry and Empire

by the 'immense size of London, and quite rightly, for with
something like three quarters of a million inhabitants’ it was by
far the la‘rgest city in Christendom, perhaps twice the size of its
nearest rival, Paris. It was certainly not beautiful. It might even
strike thf: foreigner as gloomy. ‘After having seen Italy,’ observed
the Abbé Le Blanc in 1747, ‘you will see nothing in the buildings
of London that will give you much pleasure. The city is really
wonderful only for its bigness.” (But he, like all others, was
‘struck with the beauties of the country, the care taken to iml’)rove
lands, the richness of the pastures, the numerous flocks that
cover them and the air of plenty and cleanliness that reigns in
the smallest villages’.)* Nor was it a clean or well-lit city, though
rather better in this respect than centres of industry like B:irrning—
han}, wherfz ‘_the people seem so entirely engrossed by their
business w1t‘h1n doors that they care very little what sort of an
appearance is made without. The streets are neither paved nor
lighted.™
There were no other English cities which could even faintly
compare w1'th London, though the ports and commercial or
manufacturing centres of the provinces were, unlike in the seven-
teenth century, expanding rapidly and visibly prospering. No
other English town had 50,000 inhabitants. Few of them would
be worth the non-commercial visitor’s attention, though if in
1750 he had gone to Liverpool (which the London stage coach
ha}d not yet reached) he would doubtless have been impressed
with the bustle of that fast-rising port, based, like Bristol and
Glasgow, largely on the trade in slaves and colonial products —
sugar, tea, tobacco, and increasingly cotton. Eighteenth-century
port cities prided themselves on their solid and new harbour
fnstallatlon.s, and on the provincial elegance of their public build-
ings, forming as the visitor would approvingly note ‘a pleasing
epitome of the metropolis’.* Their less elegant inhabitants might
see more of the tough brutality of the waterside, filled with
taverns and prostitutes for the seamen flush off the ships, or
about to be shanghaied by labour contractors or by His Majes,ty’s
press-gang for the Navy. Ships and overseas trade were, as
everyone knew, the lifeblood of Britain, the Navy its most povs,/er-

ful weapon. Around the middle of the eighteenth century the
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country owned perhaps six thousand mercantile ships of perhaps
half a million tons, several times the size of the French mercantile
marine, its main rival. They formed perhaps one tenth of all
capital fixed investments (other than real estate) in 1700, while
their 100,000 seamen were almost the largest group of non-
agricultural workers.
In the middle of the eighteenth century the foreign tourist
would probably pay rather less attention to manufactures and
mines, though already impressed with the quality (though not
the taste) of British workmanship, and aware of the ingenuity
which so strikingly supplemented its hard work and industry.
The British were already famous for machines ‘which’, as the
Abbé Le Blanc noted, ‘really multiply men by lessening their
work. . .. Thus in the coal pits of NEWCASTLE, a single person
can, by means of an engine equally surprising and simple, raise
five hundred tons of water to the height of 2 hundred and eighty
feet.”s The steafn engine, in its primitive form, was already
present. Whether the British gift for using inventions was due
to their own inventiveness, or to their capacity to use other
people’s innovations, was a matter of argument. Probably the
latter, thought the sagacious Wendeborn of Berlin, who travelled
the country in the 1780s, when industry was already the object
of very much more interest. Still, as with most tourists, the word
‘manufactured’ brought into his mind chiefly such cities as
Birmingham, with its variety of small metal goods, Sheffield,
with its admirable cutlery, the potteries of Staffordshire, and the
woollen industry, widely distributed throughout the countryside
of East Anglia, the west country and Yorkshire, but not associated
with towns of any large size except the decaying Norwich. This
was, after all, the basic and traditional manufacture of Britain.
He barely mentioned Lancashire, and that only in passing.

For if the farming and manufactures were prosperous and
expanding, they were clearly, in the eyes of foreigners, much
less important than trade. England was, after all, ‘the nation of
shopkeepers’, and the merchant rather than the industrialist was
its most characteristic citizen. ‘It must be owned’, said the Abbe
Le Blanc, ‘that the natural productions of the country do not,
at most, amount to a fourth part of her riches: the rest she owes

3




Industry and Empire

to her colopies, and the industry of her inhabitants who, by the
transportation and exchange of the riches of other C(;untries
continually augment their own.” The commerce of the British
was, by the standards of the eighteenth-century world, a very
remarkable phenomenon. It was both businesslike and ;varlike
as Voltaire observed, in the 1720s, when his Letters from Englam}
set the fashion for admiring foreign reportage of these islands
More than this: it was closely linked with the unique politicai
system of Britain, in which kings were subordinate to Parliament
British historians rightly remind us that that Parliament was:.
controlled by an oligarchy of landowning aristocrats rather than
by what was not yet called the middle classes. Yet, by continental
s.tax'ldards, what unaristocratic nobles! How strangely — how
Fldlcglously, thought the Abbé Le Blanc — inclined to ape their
inferiors: ‘At London masters dress like their valets, and duch-
esses copy after chambermaids.” How remote in Spil"it from the
aristocratic ostentation of really noble societies:

Qne does not ﬁn(_i the English set up for making a figure, either in
their clothes or equipages; one sees their household furniture as plain
as sumptuary livfl could prescribe it . . . and if the tables of the English
are not remarkable for their frugality, th i
s gality, they are at least so for their

The WhOlF British system was based, unlike that of less-go-ahead
and certainly less prosperous countries, on a government con-
ce'rned for the needs of what the Abbé Coyer called ‘the honest
middle class, that precious portion of nations’.’ ‘Commerce’

wrote Voltaire, ‘which has enriched the citizens of England has’
helped to make them free, and that liberty in turn has expanded
commerce. This is the foundation of the greatness of the state.’™®

Britain Fhen struck the foreign visitor chiefly as a rich country

and one rich primarily because of its trade and enterprise; as a;
powerful and formidable state, but one whose power rested cl’lieﬂy
on that most commercially-based and trade-minded weapon, a
Navy; asa state of unusual liberty and tolerance — both of whi’ch
were yet again closely linked with trade and the middle class

Though Perhaps deficient in the aristocratic graces of life il;
wit, and in joze de vivre, and given to religious and other ecc,en—
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tricities, it was unquestionably the most flourishing and progress-
ive of economies, and one which more than held its own in
science and literature, not to mention technology. Its common
people, insular, conceited, competent, brutal and given to riot,
appeared to be well-fed and prosperous, by the modest standards
which were then applied to the poor. Its institutions were stable, in
spite of the remarkable weakness of the apparatus for maintaining
public order, or for planning and administering the country’s
economic affairs. For those who wished to put their own countries
on the road to economic progress there was clearly a lesson
in this visible success of a nation based essentially on private
enterprise. ‘Meditate on this,” cried the Abbé Coyer in 1779, ‘oh
you, who still support a system of regulations and exclusive
privilege’,”* as he observed that even roads and canals were
constructed and maintained by the profit motive.*

Economic and téchnical progress, private enterprise, and what
we would now call Tiberalism: all these were evident. Yet nobody
expected the imminent transformation of the country by an
industrial revolution — not even travellers who visited Britain in
the early 1780s, when we know that it had already started. Few
expected its imminent population explosion, which was about
to raise the English and Welsh population from perhaps six and
a half millions in 1750 to over nine millions in 1801, and to
sixteen millions by 1841. In the middle of the eighteenth century,
and even some decades later, men were still arguing whether the
British population was rising or stagnant; by the end of the
century Malthus was already assuming as a matter of course that
it was growing much too fast.

If we look back on 1750 we shall no doubt see many things
which were overlooked by contemporaries, not obvious to them
(or on the contrary too obvious for remark), but we shall not
find ourselves in fundamental disagreement. We shall note, above
all, that England (Wales and large parts of Scotland were still

*Not everyone agreed, especially when, like the ‘celebrated Madam Du
Bocage’, they were told that the reason for the filth of London was ‘that in
a free nation citizens pave as they think proper, each before his own door’.
‘Liberty,’” said the Abbé Le Blanc, ‘it seems, is the blessing that hinders
them from having either a good pavement or 2 good policy in London.’
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somewhat different — compare Chapter 15) was already a monet-
ary and market economy on a national scale. A ‘nation of shop-
keepers’ implies a nation of producers for sale on the market
not to mention a nation of customers. In the cities this was naturai
enough, for a close and self-sufficient economy is impossible in
towns above a certain size, and Britain was — economically —
lucky enough to possess the greatest of all Western cities (and
consequently the largest of all concentrated markets for goods)
in London, which by the middle of the century contained perhaps
fifteen per cent of the English population and whose insatiable
demand for food and fuel transformed agriculture all over the
south and east, drew regular supplies by land and river from
even the remoter parts of Wales and the north, and stimulated
the.coalmines of Newcastle. Regional price variations in non-
perishable and easily transportable foodstuffs like cheese were
already small. What is more important, England no longer paid
thf: heaviest penalty of self-sufficient local and regional econo-
mies, famine. ‘Dearth’, common enough on the continent, hardly
forgotten in Lowland Scotland, was no longer a serious problem

though bad harvests still brought sharp rises in the cost of living,
and consequent rioting over large parts of the country, as in
1740—1, 1757 and 1767,

What was already so startling about the British countryside
was the absence of a peasantry in the continental sense. It was
not merely that the growth of a market economy had already
seriously undermined local and regional self-sufficiency, and
enmeshed even the village in a web of cash sales and purc},lases
though th.is was, by contemporary standards, obvious enough?
The growing use of such entirely imported commodities as tea
sugar and tobacco measures not only the expansion of oversea;
trade, but the commercialization of rural life. By the middle of
the century about 0.6 Ib. of tea was legally imported per head of
the population, plus a considerable amount smuggled in, and
already there was evidence that the drink was not uncomm,on in
thp countryside, even among labourers (or more precisely, their
wives and daughters). The British, thought Wendeborn’ con-
sumed three times as much tea as the rest of Europe put tog,ether.
It was also that the owner-occupying small cultivator, living
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substantially on the produce of his family-worked holding, was
becoming notably less common than in other countries (except
in the backward Celtic fringe and a few other areas, mainly of
the north and west). The century since the Restoration of 1660
had seen a major concentration of landownership in the hands
of a limited class of very large landlords, at the expense both of
the lesser gentry and the peasants. We have no reliable figures,
but it is clear that by 1750 the characteristic structure of English
landownership was already discernible: a few thousand land-
owners, leasing out their land to some tens of thousands of tenant
farmers, who in turn operated it with the labour of some hundreds
of thousands of farm-labourers, servants or dwarf holders who
hired themselves out for much of their time. This fact in itself
implied a very substantial system of cash-incomes and cash sales.
What is more, a good deal — perhaps most — of the industries
and manufactures of Britain were rural, the typical worker being
some kind of village artisan or smallholder in his cottage, increas-
ingly specializing in the manufacture of some product — mainly
cloth, hosiery, and a variety of metal goods —and thus by degrees
turning from small peasant or craftsman into wage-labourer.
Increasingly, villages in which men spent their spare time or
seasons weaving, knitting or mining, tended to become industrial
villages of fulltime weavers, knitters or miners, and eventually
some — but by no means all — developed into industrial towns.
Or more likely, the little market centres whence merchantsissued
to buy up the village products, or to distribute (‘put out’) the
raw material and rent out the looms or frames to the cottage
workers, became towns, filled with workshops or primitive manu-
factories to prepare and perhaps finish the material and goods
distributed to and collected from the scattered out-workers. The
nature of such a system of rural ‘domestic’ or ‘putting-out’
industry spread it widely throughout the countryside, and tight-
ened the meshes of the web of cash transactions which spread
over it. For every village which specialized in manufactures,
every rural area which became an industrial village area (like the
Black Country, the mining regions, and most of the textile
regions), implied some other zone which specialized in selling it
the food it no longer produced.
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This wide scattering of industry throughout the countryside
had two linked and important consequences. It gave the politically
decisive classes of landlords a direct interest in the mines which
happened to lie under their lands (and from which, unlike on
the continent, they rather than the king drew ‘royalties’) and the
manufactures in their villages. The very marked interest of the
local nobility and gentry in such investments as canals and
turnpike roads was due not merely to the hope of opening wider
markets to local agricultural produce, but to the anticipated
advantages of better and cheaper transport for local mines and
manufactures.* But in 1750 these improvements in inland trans-
port had hardly begun: ‘turnpike trusts’ were still being set up
at the rate of less than ten a year (between 1750 and 1770 they
appeared at the rate of over forty a year) and canals hardly began
at all until 1760. ,

The second consequence was that manufacturing interests
could already determine government policy, unlike in the other
great commercial country, the Netherlands, where the interests
of the merchant were supreme. And this in spite of the modest
wealth and influence of the budding industrialists. Thus it was
estimated that in 1760 the poorest class of ‘merchants’ earned
as much as the richest class of ‘master manufacturers’ (the
wealthiest earned on average three times as much), and that even
the top stratum of the much more modest ‘tradesmen’ earned
twice the income of the equivalent stratum of ‘master manufac-
turers’. The figures are guesswork, but they indicate the relative
standing of commerce and industry in contemporary opinion.+ In
every respect trade seemed to be more lucrative, more important,
more prestigious than manufactures, especially overseas trade.
Yet when it came to choosing between the interests of commerce
(which lay in freedom to import, export and re-export) and those
of industry (which at this stage lay, as usual, in protecting the
British home market against the foreigner and capturing the
export market for British products), the domestic producer pre-
vailed, for the merchant could mobilize only London and a few

*Canals and turnpike trusts were rarely expected to do more than pay
for themselves with perhaps a modest return on capital.
tAround 1760 the figures (in £ per year) were (see table opposite):
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ports in his interest, the manufacturer the political interests of
large stretches of the country and of government. The matter
was decided at the end of the seventeenth century, when the
textile-makers, relying on the traditional importance o'f Wgollen
cloth to British government finance, secured the prohibition of
foreign ‘calicoes’. British indust.ry could grow up, by and large,
in a protected home market until strong eflough to der,nand free
entry into other people’s markets, that is Free Trade :

Yet neither industry nor commerce could ha\{e ﬂourlshed but
for the unusual political circumstances which so rightly 1rr!p,ressed
the foreigners. Nominally, England was not 2 ‘bourgeois’ state.
It was an oligarchy of landed aristocrats, headed by a tight,
self-perpetuating peerage of some two hund.red persons, a syste(lln
of powerful rich cousinages under the aegis 'of the (.1uca} hea s
of the great Whig families — Russells, Cavendishes, Flt'zwﬂhams;
Pelhams and the rest. Who could compare to them in wealth:
(Joseph Massie ifi 1760 estimated the incomes of ten noble
families at £20,000 a year, of twenty at £ 10,000, apd another
120 at £6—8,000, or more than ten times what the richest clgss
of merchants was supposed to earn.) Who could compare with
them in influence in a political system which gave any duke or
earl who chose to exercise it almost automatic high ofﬁf:e, and
an automatic bloc of relatives, clients and supporters in both

Occupation Number of families  Income
Merchants 1,000 600
2,000 400
10,000 200
Tradesmen 2,500 400
5,000 200
10,000 100
20,000 70
125,000 40
Master manufacturers 2,500 200
5,000 100
10,000 70
62,500 40

For comparison, the average income of lawyers and innk‘eepers v(xifas ,
estimated at £100, of the wealthiest farmers at £150, of ‘husbandmen
and provincial labourers at 5 or 6 shillings a week.
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houses of parliament, and which made the exercise of the least
political rights dependent on the ownership of landed property,
which was increasingly hard to come by for those who did not
already own estates? Yet, as the foreigners saw much more clearly
than we may do, the grandees of Britain were not a nobility
comparable to the feudal and absolutist hierarchies of the conti-
nent. They were a post-revolutionary élite, the heirs of the
Roundheads. Honour, bravery, elegance and largesse, the virtues
of a feudal or court aristocracy, no longer dominated their lives.
A medium-sized German Junker might have a larger train of
servants and domestic dependants than the Duke of Bedford
himself. Their parliaments and governments made war and
peace for profit, colonies and markets and in order to stamp on
commercial competitors. When a genuine relic of an older era
irrupted into England, like Charles Edward Stuart, the ‘Young
Pretender’ in 1745, with his army of loyal, but strictly uncommer-
cial Highlanders, the distance between Whig England, however
aristocratic, and more archaic societies became obvious. The
Whig grandees (though not so much the lesser Tory country
squires) knew quite well that the power of the country, and
their own, rested on a readiness to make money militantly and
commercially. It so happened that in 1750 not a great deal of
money was yet to be made in industry. When it was, they would
have no great difficulty in adjusting themselves to the situation,

Yet, if we placed ourselves in the Britain of 1750 without the
wisdom of hindsight, would we have predicted the imminent
Industrial Revolution? Almost certainly not. We should, like the
foreign visitors, have been struck by the essentially ‘bourgeois’,
commercial, nature of the country. We should have admired
its economic dynamism and progress, perhaps its aggressive
expansionism, and we might have been impressed with the
remarkable results of its multifarious and hardly controlled pri-
vate entrepreneurs. We would have predicted an increasingly
prosperous and powerful future for it. But would we have
expected its transformation — still less the ensuing transformation
of the world? Would we have expected that in less than a century
the son of a ‘master-manufacturer’ — and one who in 1750 was
only just abandoning the countryside of his yeomen ancestors to
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settle in a smallish Lancashire town — would be Prime Mlmster
of Britain? We would not. Would we have expec?eg the quiescent
I'ngland of 1750 to be rent by Radicalism, Jacobinism, Chartism,
Socialism? Looking back, we can see that no other country was
as well-prepared for the Industrial Revolution. But we must still
sce why in fact it burst out in the last deca}des of the elghteftnth
century, with results which, for good or ill, have become irre-

versible.
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2
ORIGIN OF THE INDUSTRIAL
REVOLUTION'

THE problem of the origin of the Industrial Revolution is not
an easy one, but it is made even more difficult if we fail to clarify
it. So it is as well to begin with a little clarification.

First, the Industrial Revolution is not merely an acceleration
of economic growth, but an acceleration of growth because of,
and through, economic and social transformation. The early
observers, who concentrated their attention on the qualitatively
new ways of producing — the machines, the factory system and
the rest — had the right instinct, though they sometimes followed
it too uncritically. It was not Birmingham, a city which produced
a great deal more in 1850 than in 1750, but essentially in the
old way, which made contemporaries speak of an industrial
revolution, but Manchester, a city which produced more in a
more obviously revolutionary manner. In the late eighteenth
century this economic and social transformation took place in
and through a capitalist economy. As we know from the twentieth
century, this is not the only form industrial revolution can take,
though it was the earliest and probably, in the eighteenth century,
the only practicable one. Capitalist industrialization requires in
some ways a rather different analysis from non-capitalist, because
we must explain why the pursuit of private profit led to techno-
logical transformation, and it is by no means obvious that it
automatically does so. In other ways, doubtless, capitalist indus-
trialization can be treated as a special case of 'a more general
phenomenon, but it is not clear to what extent this is helpful to
the historian of the British Industrial Revolution.

Second, the British revolution was the first in history. This
does not mean that it started from zero, or that earlier phases of
rapid industrial and technological development cannot be found.
Nevertheless, none of these initiated the characteristic modern
phase of history, self-sustained economic growth by means of
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perpetual technological revolution and social transformation.
Being the first, it is therefore also in crucial respects unlike
all subsequent industrial revolutions. It cannot be explained
primarily, or to any extent, in terms of outside factors such as —
for instance — the imitation of more advanced techniques, the
import of capital, the impact of an already industrialized world
vconomy. Subsequent revolutions could use the British experi-
ence, example and resources. Britain could use those of other
countries only to a very limited and minor extent. At the same
time, as we have seen, the British revolution was preceded by at
lcast two hundred years of fairly continuous economic develop-
ment, which laid its foundations. Unlike, say, nineteenth- or
twentieth-century Russia, Britain entered industrialization pre-
pared and not virtually unprepared.

However, the Industrial Revolution cannot be explained in
purely British termis, for this country formed part of a wider
cconomy, which we may call the ‘European economy’ or the
‘world economy of the European maritime states’. It was part ofa
larger network of economic relationships, which included several
“advanced’ areas, some of which were also areas of potential or
aspiring industrialization, and areas of ‘dependent economy’, as
well as the margins of foreign economies not yet substantially
involved with Europe. These dependent economies consisted
partly of formal colonies (as in the Americas) or points of trade
and domination (as in the Orient), partly of regions which were
10 some extent economically specialized in response to the
demands of the ‘advanced’ areas (as in some parts of eastern
Furope). The ‘advanced’ world was linked to the dependent
world by a certain division of economic activity: a relatively
urbanized area on one hand, zones producing and largely
cxporting agricultural products or raw materials on the other.
'These relations may be described as a system of economic flows

- of trade, of international payments, of capital transfers, of
migration, and so on. The ‘European economy’ had shown
marked signs of expansion and dynamic development for several
centuries, though it had also experienced major economic set-
backs or shifts, notably in the fourteenth to fifteenth and seven-
teenth centuries.
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Nevertheless it is important to observe that it also tended to
be divided, at least from the sixteenth century, into independent
and competing politico-economic units (territorial ‘states’) like
Britain and France, each with its own economic and social
structure, and containing within itself advanced and backward
or dependent sectors and regions. By the sixteenth century it
was fairly obvious that, if industrial revolution occurred anywhere
in the world, it would be somewhere within the European econ-
omy. Why this was so cannot be discussed here, for the question
belongs to an earlier era of history than the one with which this
book is concerned. However, it was not clear which of the
competing units would turn out to be the first to industrialize.
The problem of the origins of the Industrial Revolution which
concerns us here is, essentially, why it was Britain which became
the first ‘workshop of the world’. A second and connected ques-
tion is why this breakthrough occurred towards the end of the
eighteenth century and not before or after.

Before setting about the answer (which remains a matter of
debate and uncertainty), it may be useful to eliminate a number
of explanations or pseudo-explanations which have long been
current, and are still sometimes maintained. Most of them leave
more unexplained than they elucidate.

This is true of theories which attempt to account for the
Industrial Revolution in terms of climate, geography, biological
change in the population or other exogenous factors. If (as has
been held) the stimulus for the revolution came from, say, the
unusually long period of good harvests in the carlier eighteenth
century, then we have to explain why similar periods before this
date (and they have occurred from time to time throughout
history) had not similar consequences. If Britain’s ample reserves
of coal explain her priority, then we may well wonder why her
comparatively scant natural supplies of most other industrial raw
materials (for example iron ore) did not hamper her just as much,
or alternatively why the great Silesian coalfields did not produce
an equally early industrial start. If the moist climate of Lancashire
is to explain the concentration of the cotton industry there, then
we ought to ask why the many other equally damp regions of
the British Isles did not also attract or hold it. And so on. Climatic
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factors, geography, the distribution of natural resources operate
not on their own, but only within a given economic, social and
institutional framework. This is true even of the strongest Qf
such factors, ease of access to the sea or to good rivers, that is
to the cheapest and most practicable — indeeq for bul.k goods the
only economic form of transport in the pre—lndl}strlal age. It 1s
almost inconceivable that a totally landlocked region should }}ave
pioneered the modern Industrial Revolution; though such regions
are rarer than one thinks. Nevertheless, even here non-geographic
factors must not be neglected: the Hebrides have more access to
the sea than most of Yorkshire. . .
The problem of population is somewhat different, for its
movements may be explained by exogenous factors, by the
changes in human society, or by a combination of both. We shall
consider it further below. At present we need note merely that
purely exogenous explanations are not at present widely held by
historians, and are not accepted in this boqk. o ’
Explanations of the Industrial Revolution by ‘historic acci-
dents’ ought also to be rejected. The mere fact of overseas
discovery in the fifteenth and sixteenth centuries does not accqun'f
for industrialization, and neither does the ‘scientific revolutlo_n
of the seventeenth.* Neither can explain why the Industrial
Revolution occurred at the end of the eighteenth century and
not, let us say, at the end of the seventeenth, v_vhen both the
European knowledge of the outer world and saer_mﬁc teghpolggy
were potentially quite adequate for the sort of 1ndustr1a11zat%on
which developed eventually. Nor can the Protestant Reformatl(?n
be made responsible for it, either directly or Via_ some special
‘capitalist spirit’ or other change of eCOIlomlC.attltl.ld.e induced
by Protestantism; not even for why it occurred in Britain and not
in France. The Reformation occurred more than two centuries
before the Industrial Revolution. By no means all areas which
converted to Protestantism became pioneers of industrial revol-
ution, and — to take an obvious example — the parts of the

*It is irrelevant for our purposes whether these things were purely
fortuitous or (as is much more likely) the outcome of earlier European
economic and social developments.
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Netherlands which remained Catholic (Belgium) industrialized
before the part which became Protestant (Holland).*

Lastly, purely political factors must also be rejected. In the
§econd half of the eighteenth century practically all governments
in Europe wanted to industrialize, but only the British succeeded.
C(?nversely, British governments from 1660 on were firmly com-
rr}lttf:d to policies favouring the pursuit of profit above other
aims, but the Industrial Revolution did not occur until more
than a century later.

To re]:ect such factors as simple, exclusive, or even primary
explanations is not, of course, to deny them amy importance.
That would be foolish. It is merely to establish relative scales of
importance, and incidentally to clarify some of the problems of
countries setting about their industrialization today, in so far as
they are comparable.

*

The main preconditions for industrialization werealready present
in .eighteenth—century Britain, or could be easily brought into
being. ‘By the standards generally applied to ‘underdeveloped’
countries today, England was not underdeveloped, though parts
of Scotland and Wales were, and Ireland certainly was. The
econpmic, social and ideological links which immobilize most
pre-industrial people in traditional situations and occupations
were already weak, and could be easily severed. To take the most
obvious example, by 1750 it is as we have seen already doubtful
whether we can any longer speak of a landholding peasantry in
large parts of England, and it is certain that we can no longer
speak of subsistence agriculture.t Hence there were no major
obstacles to the transfer of men from non-industrial to industrial
pursuits: The country had accumulated and was of sufficient size
to permit investment in the necessary, but before the railways

*Moreover, the the'ory that French economic development in the eigh-
tefellllth century was crippled by the expulsion of the Protestants at the end
of the seventeenth is not now widely accepted, or is, at the very le i

ast, highl
debatable. ’ ’ ' e
1+When early-nineteenth-century writers talked of ‘the peasantry’, they
tended to mean ‘the farm labourers’.
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not very costly, equipment for economic transformation. Enough
of it was concentrated in the hands of men willing to invest in
economic progress, while relatively little was in the hands of
men likely to divert resources to alternative (and economically
less desirable) uses, such as mere display. There was neither a
relative nor an absolute shortage of capital. The country was not
merely a market economy — one in which the bulk of goods and
services outside the family are bought and sold — but in many
respects it formed a single national market. And it possessed an
extensive and fairly highly developed manufacturing sector and
an even more highly developed commercial apparatus.

What is more, problems which are acute in modern under-
developed countries setting about their industrialization were
mild in eighteenth-century Britain. As we have seen, transport
and communications were comparatively easy and cheap, since
no part of Britain is further than seventy miles from the sea, and
even less from some navigable waterway. The technological
problems of the early Industrial Revolution were fairly simple.
They required no class of men with specialized scientific qualifi-
cations, but merely a sufficiency of men with ordinary literacy,
familiarity with simple mechanical devices and the working of
metals, practical experience and initiative. The centuries since
1500 had certainly provided such a supply. Most of the new
technical inventions and productive establishments could be
started economically on a small scale, and expanded piecemeal
by successive addition. That is to say, they required little initial
investment, and their expansion could be financed out of accumu-
lated profits. Industrial development was within the capacities
of a multiplicity of small entrepreneurs and skilled traditional
artisans. No twentieth-century country setting about indus-
trialization has, or can have, anything like these advantages.

This does not mean that there were no obstacles in the path
of British industrialization, but only that they were easy to
overcome because the fundamental social and economic con-
ditions for it already existed, because the eighteenth-century
type of industrialization was comparatively cheap and simple,
and because the country was sufficiently wealthy and flourishing
to be untroubled by inefficiencies which might have crippled less

17




Industry and Empire

fortu_nate economies. Perhaps only so lucky an industrial power
as this copld have ever afforded that distrust of logic and planning
(even private planning), that faith in the capacity to muddle
through, which became so characteristic of Britain in the nine-
teenth century. We shall see below how some of the difficulties
of grovyth were overcome. The important thing to note at the
outset is that they were never crucial.

The question about the origin of the Industrial Revolution
which concerns us here is not, therefore, how the material for
the economic explosion was accumulated, but how it was ignited,;
and we may add, what stopped the first explosion from ﬁzzling,
out after an impressive initial bang. But was a special mechanism
necessary at all? Was it not inevitable that a sufficiently long
period of accumulating explosive material would, sooner or later
somehow, somewhere, produce spontaneous combustion? Per—,
haps so. Nevertheless it is the ‘somehow’ and ‘somewhere’ which
must be explained; all the more so as the way in which an
economy of private enterprise brings about industrial revolution
raises 2 number of puzzles. We know that in fact it did so in
some parts of the world; but we also know that it failed to do so
in other parts, and took a rather long time doing so even in
western Europe.

The puzzle lies in the relationship between making profit and
techqological innovation. It is often assumed that an economy
of private enterprise has an automatic bias towards innovation
but thl:s 1s not so. It has a bias only towards profit. It wili
.revol‘utlomze manufactures only if greater profits are to be made
in this way than otherwise. But in pre-industrial societies this is
.ha'rdly ever the case, The available and prospective market —and
it is th§ market which determines what a businessman produces
— consists of the rich, who require luxury goods in small quanti-
ties, but with a high profit-margin per sale, and the poor, who

- 1f they are in the market economy at all, and do not pr(’>duce
their own consumer goods domestically or locally — have little
money, are unaccustomed to novelties and suspicious of them
unwilling to consume standardized products and may not everi
be concentrated in cities or accessible to national manufacturers
What is more, though a market for ‘the middling sort of people;
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could develop in the prosperous eighteenth century, the true
mass market is not likely to grow very much more rapidly than
the relatively slow rate of population increase. It will make more
sense to dress princesses in haute couture models than to speculate
on the chances of capturing peasants’ daughters for artificial silk
stockings. The sound businessman, if he has any choice, will
produce very expensive jewelled timepieces for aristocrats rather
than cheap wrist-watches, and the more expensive the process
of launching revolutionary cheap goods, the more he will hesitate
to risk his money in it. A French millionaire in the mid nineteenth
century, operating in a country in which the conditions for
modern industrialism were relatively poor, expressed this admir-
ably. ‘There are three ways of losing your money,’ said the great
Rothschild, ‘women, gambling and engineers. The first two are
pleasanter, but the last is much the most certain.”> Nobody could
accuse a Rothschild of not knowing the best way to the biggest
profits. In a non<ndustrialized country it was not through
industry.

Industrialization changes all this, by enabling production —
within certain limits — to expand its own markets, if not actually
to create them. When Henry Ford produced his model-T, he
also produced what had not existed before, namely a vast number
of customers for a cheap, standardized and simple automobile.
Of course his enterprise was no longer as wildly speculative as it
seemed. A century of industrialization had already demonstrated
that mass-production of cheap goods can multiply their markets,
accustomed men to buy better goods than their fathers had
bought and to discover needs which their fathers had not dreamed
of. The point is that before the Industrial Revolution, or in
countries not yet transformed by it, Henry Ford would not have
been an economic pioneer, but a crank, inviting bankruptcy.

How then did conditions come about in eighteenth-century
Britain which led businessmen nevertheless to revolutionize
production? How did entrepreneurs come to see before them,
not the modest if solid expansion of demand which could be
filled in the traditional manner, or by a little extension and
improvement of the old ways, but the rapid and limitless expan-
sion which required revolution? A small, simple and cheap
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Fevolution by our standards, but nevertheless a revolution. a leap
into Fhe dark. There are two schools of thought ab01’1t this
question. One emphasizes chiefly the domestic market, which was
clearly by far the largest outlet for the country’s pr,oducts the
other stresses the foreign or exporr market, which was eql,lall
clearly, far more dynamic and expandable. The right answer i}sl
prpbably that both were essential in different ways, as was a
third, and often neglected factor: government. ’

Thf: domestic market, large and expanding as it was, could
grow in only four important ways, three of which were no,t likely
to l_)e exceptionally rapid. There could be growth of population
which creates more consumers (and, of course, producers); a;
tra{lsfer of people from non-monetary to monetary incom;:s
whgch creates more customers; an increase of income per head’
which creates better customers; and a substitution of industriall :
produced g09ds for older forms of manufacture or imports ’

The question of population is so important, and has in re'cent
years been the subject of so large and flourishing a concentration
of resgarch, that it must be briefly discussed here. It raises three
questions of which only the third is directly relevant to the
problem of market expansion, but all of which are important
for the more general problem of British economic and social
development. They are: (1) What happened to British population
?lllld why? (2)>What effect did these population changes have on
ch Ei(:g;)}l;nge O(Sl)e?Vhat effect did they have on the structure of

Reliable measures of the British population hardly exist before
abogt 1840, when the public registration of births and deaths
was introduced, but its general movement is not in much dispute
Between the end of the seventeenth century when there were:

perhaps five and a quarter million inhabitants of England and
Wales,.and the middle of the cighteenth century, it rose onl

very slightly, and may at times have been static or’ even fallingy
Afger the 1740s it rose substantially and from the 1770s VCI'-
rapidly indeed by contemporary, though not by our standards.z

IIl 19()5 the popu ation ()t lhe tastesl—gl ()Wlng continent Latlll America
l y i y
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It doubled in fifty to sixty years after 1780, and again in the sixty
years from 1841 to 1901, though in fact both birth and death
rates began to drop rapidly from the 1870s. However, these global
figures conceal very substantial variations, both chronologicaland
regional. Thus for instance, while in the first half of the eighteenth
century, and even up to 1780, the London area would have been
depopulated but for massive immigration from the countryside,
the future centre of industrialization, the North-West, and the
Fast Midlands were already increasing quite rapidly. After the
real start of the Industrial Revolution, rates of natural increase
of the major regions (though not of migration) tended to become
similar, except for the murderous environment of London.
These movements were clearly not much affected, before the
nineteenth century, by international migration, not even of the
Irish. Were they due to variations in the rate of births or in
mortality, and what were the causes of these? Quite apart from
the deficiency of our information, these questions, though of
great interest, are immensely complicated.* They concern us
here only in so far as they throw light on the question of how
far the rise in population was a cause, how far a consequence of
economic factors, for example how far people married or con-
ceived children earlier ‘because of better chances of getting a
piece of land to cultivate or a job or — as has been argued —
because of the demand for child labour, how far their mortality
declined because they were fed better or more regularly or
because of environmental improvements. (Since one of the few
facts we know with any certainty is that most of the fall in death
rates was due to fewer infants, children and perhaps young adults
dying, rather than to any real prolongation of life beyond the
biblical span of three score years and ten,t such falls might entail
a rise in the birth rate. For instance, if fewer women die before,

*For a guide to these problems, see D. V. Glass and E. Grebenik, ‘World
Population 1800—1950’, in Cambridge Economic History of Europe V1, i,
pp. 60—138.

+This remained true until about 1970 when, for reasons which remain
to be fully investigated, but which may be nutritional, more old people
began to actually go on living in good working order well beyond the biblical

age.
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say, thirty, more of them are likely to have the children they
might be expected to have between thirty and the menopause. )

.We cannot answer these questions with certainty, but it seems

falrly clear that such population growth as there was ~ rapid by
previous Western standards, but not by those to which we have
becorr}e accustomed in the twentieth century — was due primarily
to a rise in the birth rate. Young women married earlier — on
average at the age of twenty-three in 1825- 49, compared to over
twenty-six in 1700—24 —and therefore had a longer child-bearing
period. There was also a substantial rise in illegitimate births. It
seems c‘lear that people were much more responsive to economic
factors in marrying and/or having children than had sometimes
beeq supposed, and that some social changes (for instance, the
decline in the practice of workers ‘living in’ with their employers)
must have encouraged, or even required, earlier and perhaps
larger families. It is also clear that a family economy which can
be balanced only by the labour of all its members, and forms
of production which used child labour, would also encourage
population. Contemporaries certainly thought of population as
something which responded to changes in the demand for labour.
Mortality, especially infantile mortality, did not decline signifi-
Fantly until quite late in the nineteenth century, and when
it d'id, it was almost certainly for economic, social or other
environmental reasons. Medical progress can have played no
part in its reduction, except maybe for the reduction in deaths
from smallpox.

What were the economic effects of these changes? More people
means more labour and cheaper labour, and it has often been
supposed that this is in itself a stimulus to economic growth, at
any rate under capitalism. As we can see in many underdeveloped
countries today, it is not. It may produce merely distress and
stagnation, perhaps catastrophe, as in Ireland and the Scottish
Highlands in the early nineteenth century (see pp. 284—7 below).
Cheap labour may actually retard industrialization. If in eigh-
teenth-century England a growing labour force assisted develop-
ment, as it undoubtedly did, it was because the economy was
fih‘“ead‘y dynamic, not because some extraneous demographic
injection made it so. In any case population grew rapidly all over
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northern Europe, but industrialization did not occur everywhere.
On the other hand more people certainly means more consumers,
and it has been argued with more force that this certainly provides
a stimulus both for agriculture (for they must be fed) and for
manufactures.

But as we have scen, the national population grew only very
gradually in the century before 1750, and its rapid rise coincided
with the Industrial Revolution but did not (except here and
there) precede it. If Britain had been a less developed economy,
there might have been more room for sudden and large transfers
of people from, say, a subsistence to a cash economy, or from
domestic and artisan manufacture to industry. But, as we have
seen, England was already a market economy with a large and
growing manufacturing sector. The average English income
probably increased substantially in the first half of the eighteenth
century, thanks if anything to a stagnant population and labour
shortage, so that this period is rightly described in the Vicar of
Bray’s song as ‘pudding time’. People were better off and could
buy more; what is more, they probably at this time included a
smaller percentage of children (who divert the expenditure of
poor parents sharply towards the purchase of necessities) and a
larger proportion of young small-family adults (who have income
to spare). It is quite likely that in this period many Englishmen
learned to cultivate new wants and establish new levels of expec-
tation, and there is some evidence that around 1750 they began
to prefer to take out their extra productivity in more consumer
goods rather than in more leisure. Some excessively enthusiastic
historians have gone so far as to speak of a ‘consumer revolution’.
Still, this increase also resembled the movement of a respectable
river rather than the exhilarating leaps of a waterfall. It explains
why so many English towns were rebuilt (without any technologi-
cal revolution) in the rural elegance of classical architecture, but
not in itself why there was an industrial revolution.

Except perhaps in three special cases: transport, food and
capital goods, particularly coal.

Very substantial and expensive improvements in inland trans-
port — by river, canal and even road — were undertaken from the
early eighteenth century, in order to diminish the prohibitive
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cost of moving goods overland: in the middle of the century
twenty miles’ land transport might double the cost of a ton
of goods. How important these were for the development of
industrialism is uncertain, but there is no doubt that the impetus
for them came from the home market, and more especially from
the growing demand of the cities for food and fuel. The landlocked
manufacturers of household goods in the West Midlands (potters
in Staffordshire, makers of various metal goods in the Birming-
ham region) also pressed for cheaper transport. The difference
in transport costs was so dramatic that major investments were
patently worth while. Canals cut the cost per ton between Liver-
pool and Manchester or Birmingham by eighty per cent.

Food industries compete with textiles as the pace-setters of
private-enterprise industrialization, because a vast market for
both exists visibly and (at least in the cities) at all times, merely
awaiting exploitation. The least imaginative businessman can
realize that everybody, however poor, eats, drinks and wears
clothes. The demand for manufactured food and drink is admit-
tedly more limited than that for textiles, except for such products
as flour and alcoholic drinks, which are domestically manufac-
tured only in rather primitive economies, but on the other hand
food products are much more immune to foreign competition
than textiles. Their industrialization therefore tends to play a
rather more important part in underdeveloped than in advanced
countries. Still, flour-milling and beer-brewing were important
pioneers of technological revolution even in Britain, though they
attract less attention than textiles, because they do not so much
transform the surrounding economy as appear, like giant monu-
ments of modernity, within it, as the Guinness brewery did in
Dublin and the celebrated Albion steam mills (which so impressed
the poet William Blake) in London. The larger the city (and
London was by far the greatest in Western Europe), and the
more rapid the urbanization, the greater the scope for such
developments. Was not the invention of the beer-handle, known
to every drinker in Britain, one of the first triumphs of Henry
Maudslay, one of the great pioneers of engineering?

The home market also provided a major outlet for what later
became capital goods. Coal grew almost entirely with the number
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of urban — and especially metropolitan — fireplaces; iron — to a
much smaller extent — reflected the demand for domestic pots,
pans, nails, stoves and the like. Since the quantities of coal burned
in British homes were very much greater than their needs of iron
(thanks in part to the unusual inefficiency of the British fireplace
compared to the continental stove), the pre-industrial base of the
coal industry was much sounder than that of the iron industry.
I:ven before the Industrial Revolution its output could already be
measured in millions of tons, the first commodity to which such
astronomic criteria were applicable. And steam-engines were the
product of the mines: in 1769 a hundred ‘atmospheric engines’ had
already been erected round Newcastle-on-Tyne, and fifty-seven
were actually at work. (However, the more modern engines of
James Watt’s type, which were really the foundation of industrial
tcchnology, made their way only slowly in the mines.)

On the other hand the total British consumption of iron in
1720 was less thari 50,000 tons, and even in 1788, after the
Industrial Revolution was well under way, it cannot have been
much more than 100,000 tons. The demand for steel was neglig-
ible at the then price of this metal. The greatest civilian market
for iron was probably still agricultural — ploughs and other
implements, horse-shoes, wheel-rims, and so on — which
increased substantially, but was hardly large enough yet to start
an industrial transformation. In fact, as we shall see, the real
[ndustrial Revolution in iron and coal had to wait until the era
of the railway provided a mass market not only for consumer
goods but for capital goods. The pre-industrial domestic market,
and even the first phase of industrialization, did not yet do so
on a sufficient scale.

The main advantage of the pre-industrial home market was
therefore its great size and steadiness. It may not have promoted
much in the way of industrial revolution, but it undoubtedly
promoted economic growth, and what is more, it was always
available to cushion the more dynamic export industries against
the sudden fluctuations and collapses which were the price they
paid for their superior dynamism. It came to their rescue in the
1780s, when war and the American Revolution disrupted them,
and probably again after the Napoleonic Wars. But more than
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this, it provided the broad foundations for a generalized industrial
economy. If England thought tomorrow what Manchester
thought today, it was because the rest of the country was prepared
to take %ts lead from Lancashire. Unlike Shanghai in pre-
communist China, or Ahmedabad in colonial India, Manchester
did not remain a modern enclave in the general backwardness
but became the model for the rest of the country. The domesti(;
market may not have provided the spark, but it provided fuel
and sufficient draught to keep it burning. V
Export industries worked in very different, and potentially
much more revolutionary conditions. They fluctuated wildly —
up to fifty per cent in a single year — so that the manufacturer
who could leap in fast enough to catch the expansions could
make a killing. In the long run they also expanded much more
and more rapidly, than home markets. Between 1700 and 175c;
_home 1r}dustries increased their output by seven per cent, export
industries by seventy-six per cent; between 1750 and 1770, {which
we may regard as the runway for the industrial ‘take-off’) by
another seven per cent and eighty per cent respectively. Home
demand increased — but foreign demand multiplied. If a spark
was needed, this is where it came from. Cotton manufacture
the first to be industrialized, was essentially tied to overseas’
trade. Every ounce of its raw material had to be imported from
the sub-tropics or tropics, and, as we shall see, its products were

. tobeoverwhelmingly sold abroad. From the end of the eighteenth

century it was already an industry which exported the greater
part of its total output — perhaps two thirds by 1805.

The reason for this extraordinary potential of expansion was
that export industries did not depend on the modest ‘natural’
rate of growth of any country’s internal demand. They could
create the illusion of rapid growth by two major means: capturing
a series of other countries’ export markets, and destroying dom-
estl‘c'competltion within particular countries, that is by the
political or semi-political means of war and colonization. The
country which succeeded in taking over other people’s export
markets, or even in monopolizing the export markets of a large
part of lfhe world in a sufficiently brief period of time, could
expand its export industries at a rate which made in(iustrial
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revolution not only practicable for its entrepreneurs, but some-
times virtually compulsory. And this is what Britain succeeded
in doing in the eighteenth century.*

Yet conquering markets by war and colonization required not
merely an economy capable of exploiting those markets, but also
a government willing to wage war and colonize for the benefit
of British manufacturers. This brings us to the third factor in
the genesis of the Industrial Revolution, government. Here the
advantage of Britain over her potential competitors is quite
evident. Unlike some of them (such as France) she was prepared
to subordinate a/l foreign policy to economic ends. Her war aims
were commercial and (what amounted to much the same thing)
naval. The great Chatham gave five reasons in his memorandum
advocating the conquest of Canada: the first four were purely
cconomic. Unlike others (such as the Dutch), her economic aims
were not completely dominated by commercial and financial
interests, but shaped also, and increasingly, by the pressure
group of manufacturers; originally the fiscally important woollen
industry, later the rest. The tussle between industry and com-
merce (represented most dramatically by the East India Com-
pany) was decided in the home market by 1700, when British
producers won protection against Indian textile imports; it was
not won in the foreign market until 1813, when the East India
Company was deprived of its monopoly in India, and that sub-
continent opened to deindustrialization and the massive import
of Lancashire cottons. Lastly, unlike all its other rivals, British
policy in the eighteenth century was one of systematic aggressive-
ness — most obviously against the chief rival, France. Of the five

great wars of the period, Britain was clearly on the defensive in
only one.t The result of this century of intermittent warfare was

*I¢ follows that if one country did this others would be unlikely to develop
the basis for industrial revolution. In other words, under pre-industrial
conditions there was probably room for only one pioneer national indus-
trialization (as it turned out the British), but not the simultaneous indus-
trialization of several ‘advanced economies’, consequently also — at least for
some time — for only one ‘workshop of the world’.

+The Spanish Succession (1702—13), the Austrian Succession (1739—
48), the Seven Years War (1756—63), the War of American Independence
(1776—83) and the Revolutionary and Napoleonic Wars (1793—1815).
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the greatest triumph ever achieved by any state up to that
time: the virtual monopoly among Furopean powers of overseas
colonies, and the virtual monopoly of world-wide naval power.
Moreover, war itself — by crippling Britain’s major competitors
in Europe — tended to boost exports; peace, if anything, tended
to slow them up.

Furthermore, war — and especially that very commercially-
minded and middle-class organization, the British Navy — con-
tributed even more directly to technological innovation and
industrialization. Its demands were not negligible: the tonnage
of the Navy multiplied from about 100,000 in 1685 to about
325,000 in 1760, and its demand for guns grew substantially,
though in a less dramatic manner. War was pretty certainly the
greatest consumer of iron, and firms like Wilkinson, the Walkers,
and the Carron Works owed the size of their undertakings partly
to government contracts for cannon, while the South Wales
iron industry depended on battle. More generally, government
contracts, or those of vast quasi-government bodies like the East
India Company, came in large blocks and had to be filled on time.
It was worth a businessman’s while to introduce revolutionary
methods to supply them. Time and again we find some inventor
or entrepreneur stimulated by so lucrative a prospect. Henry
Cort, who revolutionized iron manufacture, began in the 17608
as a Navy agent, anxious to improve the quality of the British
product ‘in connexion with the supply of iron to the navy’.?
Henry Maudslay, the pioneer of machine-tools, began his career
in the Woolwich Arsenal and his fortunes (like those of the great
engineer Marc Isambard Brunel, formerly of the French Navy)
remained closely bound up with naval contracts.*

If we are to sum up the role of the three main sectors of
demand in the genesis of industrialism, we can therefore do so
as follows. Exports, backed by the systematic and aggressive help
of government, provided the spark, and — with cotton textiles
- the ‘leading sector’ of industry. They also provided major
improvements in sea transport. The home market provided the

*The pioneering role of the government’s own establishments must not
be. forgotten. During the Napoleonic Wars they anticipated, among other
things, conveyor belts and the canning industry.

28

Origin of the Industrial Revolution

broad base for a generalized industrial economy and (through the
process of urbanization) the incentive for major improvements in
inland transport, a powerful base for the coal industry and
for certain important technological innovations. Government
provided systematic support for merchant and manufacturer,
and some by no means negligible incentives for technical inno-
vation and the development of capital goods industries.

If we finally return to our original questions — why Britain
and not another country? why at the end of the eighteenth
century and not before or after? — the answer cannot be so simple.
By 1750, indeed, there was not much doubt that if any state was
to win the race to be the first industrial power it would be Britain.
"The Dutch had retired to that comfortable role of old-established
business, the exploitation of their vast commercial and financial
apparatus, and their colonies. The French, though expanding
about as fast as the British (when the British did not prevent
them by war), c6uld not regain the ground they had lost in the
great era of economic depression, the seventeenth century. In
absolute figures they might look — until the Industrial Revolution
- like a power of equivalent size, but per capita their trade and
manufactures were even then far behind the British.

On the other hand 'this does not explain why the industrial
breakthrough came when it actually did — in the last third or
quarter of the eighteenth century. The precise answer to this
question is still uncertain, but it is clear that we can find it only
by turning back to the general European or ‘world’ economy of
which Britain was a part,* that is to the ‘advanced’ areas of
(mainly) Western Europe and their relations with the colonial
and semi-colonial dependent economies, the marginal trading
partners, and the regions not as yet substantially involved in the
Furopean system of economic flows.

The traditional pattern of European expansion — Mediter-
ranean, and based on Italian merchants and their associates,
Spanish and Portuguese conquerors, or Baltic, and based on
German city states — had perished in the great economic

*The word must be understood to mean only that the European economy
was the centre of a world-wide network, but #ot that all parts of the world
were involved in this network.
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depression of the seventeenth century. The new centres of expan-
sion were the maritime states bordering the North Sea and North
Atlantic. The shift was not merely geographical, but structural.
"The new kind of relationship between the ‘advanced’ areas and
the rest of the world, unlike the old, tended constantly to intensify
and widen the flows of commerce. The powerful, growing and
accelerating current of overseas trade which swept the infant
industries of Europe with it — which, in fact, sometimes actually
created them — was hardly conceivable without this change. It
rested on three things: in Europe, the rise of a market for overseas
products for everyday use, whose market could be expanded as
they became available in larger quantities and more cheaply; and
overseas the creation of economic systems for producing such
goods (such as, for instance, slave-operated plantations) and the
conquest of colonies designed to serve the economic advantage
of their European owners.

To illustrate the first fact: around 1650 one third of the value
of East India goods sold in Amsterdam consisted of pepper —
the typical commodity in which profits are made by ‘cornering’
a small supply and selling it at monopoly prices — by 1780 this
proportion had fallen to eleven per cent. Conversely, by 1780
56 per cent of such sales consisted of textiles, tea and coffee,
whereas in 1650 they had only amounted to 17.5 per cent. Sugar,
tea, coffee, tobacco and similar products rather than gold and
spices were now the characteristic imports from the tropics, as
wheat, linen, iron, hemp and timber were those from the east of
Europe, and not furs. The second fact can be illustrated by the
expansion of that most inhuman traffic, the slave trade. In the
sixteenth century fewer than half a million Negroes were trans-
ferred from Africa to the Americas; in the seventeenth perhaps
1.5 millions — mainly in the second half, or if earlier, to the
Brazilian plantations which anticipated the later colonial pattern;
in the eighteenth century perhaps seven millions.* The third
fact hardly requires illustration. In 1650 neither Britain nor
France had much in the way of empires, and much of the old
Spanish and Portuguese empires lay in ruins, or consisted of

*The estimates vary, but not the orders of magnitude.
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mere outlines on a world map. The eighteenth century saw not
merely a revival of the older empires (for' ex_ample in Brazil and
Mexico), but the expansion and exploitation of new ones —
BBritish, French, not to mention now forgottgn essays by Daqes,
Swedes and others. What is more, the sheer size of these empires
as economies increased vastly. In 1701 the future USA'had'
[ewer than 300,000 inhabitants, in 1790 almost four millions;
and even Canada grew from 14,000 in 1695 to almost half a
million in 18c0. . '
And as the network of international trade grew tighter, so did
the role of such overseas trade in the commerce of Europe. In
1680 the East India trade amounted to perhap§ eight per cent of
the total foreign commerce of the Dutch, but in the second half
of the eighteenth century to something like one quarter, apd the
evolution of French trade was similar. The British relied on
colonial trade earlier: Around 1700 it amounted already to ﬁft'een
per cent of our/commerce — but by 1775 to as much as a third.
"The general expansion of trading in the. eighteenth century Wasf
impressive enough, in almost all countries, but the expansion o
trade connected with the colonial system was st_upendous. To
take a single example: after the War of the sz_lmsh Successmn
between two and three thousand tons Qf British ships cleared
from England every year for Africa, ma1}11y as slavers; after the
Seven Years War between fifteen and nineteen thousand; after
the American War of Independence (1787) twenty-two thousand.
This vast and growing circulation of goods did not merely
bring to Europe new needs, and the stimulus to manufa}cturc;
foreign imports at home. ‘If Saxony and qther countries 604
Europe make up fine China’, wrote the' Abbé Raynal in 1776,
“if Valencia manufactures Pekins superior to thgse of China; if
Switzerland imitates the muslins and wgrked calicoes of Bepgal;
if England and France print lipens W1Fh great elegance; if so
many stuffs, formerly unknown in our climates, now employ 0;’1,1;G
best artists, are we not indebted to India for'a‘ll theseadvantages:
More than this, it provided a limitless horizon of sales and profit

*Within a few years he would not have failed to mention the most
successful imitator of the Indians, Manchester.
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for merchant and manufacturer. And it was the British who —
by their policy and force as much as by their enterprise and
inventive skill — captured these markets.

Behind our Industrial Revolution there lies this concentration
on the colonial and ‘underdeveloped’ markets overseas, the suc-
cessful battle to deny them to anyone else. We defeated them in
the East: in 1766 we already outsold even the Dutch in the China
trade. We defeated them in the West: by the early 1780s more
than half of all slaves exported from Africa (and almost twice as
many as those carried by the French) made profits for British
slavers. And we did so for the benefit of British goods. For some
three decades after the War of the Spanish Succession British
ships bound for Africa still carried mainly foreign (including
Indian) goods; from shortly after the War of the Austrian Suc-
cession they carried overwhelmingly British ones. Our industrial
economy grew out of our commerce, and especially our commerce
with the underdeveloped world. And throughout the nineteenth
century it was to retain this peculiar historical pattern: commerce
and shipping maintained our balance of payments, and the
exchange of overseas primary products for British manufactures
was to be the foundation of our international economy.

While the stream of international exchanges swelled, sometime
in the second third of the eighteenth century a general quickening
of the domestic economies became noticeable. This was not a
specifically British phenomenon, but one which occurred very
generally, and is registered in the movements of prices (which
began a long period of slow inflation, after a century of fluctuating
and indeterminate movement), in what little we know about
population, production and in other ways. The Industrial Revol-
ution was generated in these decades — after the 17408, when
this massive but slow growth in the domestic economies combined
with the rapid — after 1750 extremely rapid — expansion of the
international economy; and it occurred in the country which
seized its international opportunities to corner a major share of
the overseas markets.
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