
MANUFACTURES BEFORE 
THE INDUSTRIAL 

REVOLUTION

Dr Frances Richardson

frances.richardson@conted.ox.ac.uk



Course aims and learning outcomes
AIM:

To study the growth of pre-factory manufacturing from the sixteenth to the eighteenth 

centuries in a number of English and Welsh regions, and understand the technical, social 

and economic changes that reshaped society and living standards. 

LEARNING OUTCOMES:

• Understand the nature of manufacturing change in England and Wales from 1600 to 

1800.

• Appreciate differing scholarly views on the economic and social factors influencing 

changes in consumption and the organisation of production, and their impact on family 

living standards and population. 

• Be able to evaluate original sources and explain your own viewpoint on economic and 

social issues, both informally through discussion and formally through written work.



Overview
1. Introduction and key concepts

2. The organisation of pre-industrial manufactures –
proto-industrialization

3. The woollen and worsted industry up to 1780

4. The growth of cotton and the worsted and woollen 
industries after 1780 

5. Other textiles and fashion good 

6. Footwear, leather goods and clothing

7. Consumer goods

8. The metal industries

9. Impact on the family and population growth

10. Local manufactures and the decline of proto-
industry



Resources
▪ Borrowing books – Continuing Education Library, Rewley House: 

www.Bodleian.ox.ac.uk/conted

▪ SOLO to search for books 
http://solo.bodleian.ox.ac.uk/primo_library/libweb/action/search.do?mode=
Basic&vid=OXVU1&vl(freeText0)=&tab=local&

▪ Online resources – articles and Bodleian e-books via computers in Student 
Resource Room or Conted Library, 
http://solo.bodleian.ox.ac.uk/ for OU e-Journals

▪ Course website: http://open.conted.ox.ac.uk/series/

▪ Google drive?

http://www.bodleian.ox.ac.uk/conted
http://solo.bodleian.ox.ac.uk/primo_library/libweb/action/search.do?mode=Basic&vid=OXVU1&vl(freeText0)=&tab=local&
http://solo.bodleian.ox.ac.uk/
http://open.conted.ox.ac.uk/series/


Assessment

• Portfolio of 2 to 4 short pieces of work total up to 1500 words, based 
on class preparation questions

OR

• One essay 1500 word essay – some suggested topics or agree topic 
with Frances. Feedback can be sought on essay outline before end of 
term

Deadline for submitting written work 7 April

Mark and feedback by 21st April



TERMINOLOGY

Framework knitting

• Secondary sector - local 

crafts v manufacturing

• Industrialization or 

Industrial Revolution –
manufacturing using powered 

machinery in factories             

(c. 1780-1840)

• Proto-industrialization –
manufacturing for national or 

international markets before 

industrialization

John Cranch, The village baker 
Royal Albert Memorial Museum



Discussion

What is the picture of English and Welsh workers and economy:

1. Before the growth of manufactures:
- Merioneth Quarter Session orders for the relief of the poor … servants wages etc. (1601)
- Sir John Wynn of Gwydir’s poor relief orders, Caernarvonshire, 1618
- Gervaise Markham, Countrey Contentments, or the English Huswife (1615) 

2. In the early 18th century:
- Daniel Defoe, A Tour through the Eastern Counties of England (1722)
- Daniel Defoe, A Tour through the Whole Island of Great Britain (1724-6) 
- Daniel Defoe, The Complete English Tradesman (1727)

3. With the early impact of mechanisation:
- Eden, The State of the Poor (1797) – Cumberland, Norwich, Wiltshire
- Davies, General View of the Agriculture and Domestic Economy of North Wales (1810)
- Davis, General View of the Agriculture of Wiltshire (1813)

4. With the later impact of mechanisation:
- 1840 Royal Commission on Handloom weavers – Norwich, Norfolk
- Felkin, Account of the Machine-wrought Hosiery Trade (1845)



Latest thinking

Economic growth started well before 1780

Britain had a sizeable manufacturing sector 
before the Industrial Revolution

Major growth in male manufacturing 
employment 1550-1700

Regional growth and decline before 1780

Source:www.campop.geog.cam.ac.uk/research/pro

jects/occupationalstructure/ 

Hand manufactures continued alongside 
mechanized factory production for much of 

19th century



Key concepts

1. Economic factors and government 
policy

2. Proto-industrialization 

3. Growth of consumer society

4. The Industrious Revolution

5. The rise of capitalism



Economic factors

• Before 16th century, production by 
craftspeople for local consumption. Britain 
exported mainly raw materials e.g. wool, 
imported many more sophisticated 
manufactures.

• Tudor governments promoted home 
industries to reduce reliance on imports

• Growing home demand, especially from 
middle class in 17th and 18th centuries, later 
from workers

• Growing importance of exports in 18th

century

Northleach Church – a Cotswold wool church
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Growth of secondary sector male employment
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Growth of secondary sector male employment
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2. Proto-industrialization

The development of 

pre-industrial  hand 

manufactures in the 

countryside for 

national and 

international markets

‘Wensleydale knitters’ from G. Walker, The Costume of 

Yorkshire (1814)



3. Growth of consumer society

Debate about growth of 
consumer society:

• Preceded and played a causal role 
in industrialisation. Started in the 
Netherlands, spread to England

• Shift in consumer demand coincided 
with industrialisation

• Desire to emulate consumption of 
higher rungs of society

https://www.bbc.co.uk/programmes/p0
13f88k
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Year

Indices of real wages (grey) and GDP per capita 

(dots), 1260-1850

Source: Humphries, ‘Unreal wages’ (2016)

Real annual 

male wages

https://www.bbc.co.uk/programmes/p013f88k


4. The Industrious Revolution

Source: Humphries, ‘Unreal wages’ (2016)

How could workers afford to buy more goods?
Jan de Vries’ theory of an 

Industrious Revolution in late 17th

century:
• Availability of new and market-

produced goods e.g. tea, sugar, china, 

created new wants and fostered a 

culture of increased industriousness –

working harder for longer.

• Households shifted from mainly self-

provisioning to produce for the market.

• Women and children worked more, 

aided by opportunities to perform 
manufacturing in the home.



Mixed evidence for 
Industrious Revolution

• Studies of probate inventories show increasing 
possessions after 1650

• London led the way, then richer counties, 
middling sort:

- Increased ownership of mirrors, curtains early 18c

- Clocks, tea-drinking goods mid-18c

- Labourers upgraded comfort after 1650; more more 
likely to possess mirrors, clocks, bed-linen after 1750

• Did increased industriousness raise or merely 
shore up working class living standards?



Capitalism

• Economic system based on private 
ownership of the means of production 
and their operation for profit

• Simple exchange of commodities (C):             
C      M (money)       C

• Capitalist exchange: M      C       M+

• Mercantile and industrial capitalism

• Theory of history – transition from feudal or 
peasant society to capitalist economy and 
social relations

• Growth of proletariat – workers who have 
nothing to sell but their labour



Prep for week 2
Discussion topic: 

What are the theories of proto-industrialization and how have they been 
criticized?

Theory Criticism

Shorter 

reading

• Ogilvie & Cerman, ‘The theories of 

proto-industrialization’

• Thirsk, ‘Industries in the countryside’

• Berg, The Age of Manufactures, pp.77-89

• Hudson, Proto-industrialisation: Theory 

and Reality

Longer 

reading

• Clarkson, Proto-industrialization: The 

First Phase of Industrialization?

• Hudson, ‘Proto-industrialization in 

England’

• Coleman, ‘Proto-industrialization: A 

concept too many?

• Houston & Snell, ‘Proto-industrialization? 

Cottage industry, social change, and 
Industrial Revolution’, sections II and V


