Extracts from Eric Hobsbawm: Industry and Empire (1968)
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Extracts from Adam Smith: The Wealth of Nations (1776)
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formed part of a wider economy, which we may call
the ‘European economy’ or the ‘world economy of
the European maritime states’. It was part of a
larger network of economic relationships, which
included several ‘advanced’ areas, some of which
were also areas of potential or aspiring industrial-
ization, and areas of ‘dependent economy’, as well
as the margins of foreign economies not yet sub-
stantially 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 to
some extent economically specialized in response
to the demands of the ‘advanced' areas (as in some
parts of eastern Europe). 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 exporting
agricultural products or raw materials on the other.
These relations may be described as a system of
economic flows - of trade, of international pay-
ments, of capital transfers, of migration, and so on.
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The ‘European economy’ had shown marked signs
of expansion and dynamic development for several
centuries, though it had also experienced major
economic setbacks or shifts, notably in the four-
teenth to fifteenth and seventeenth centuries.
Nevertheless it is important to observe that it
also tended to be divided, at least from the six-
teenth 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 obvi-
ous that, if industrial revolution occurred anywhere
in the world, it would be somewhere within the
European economy. Why this was so cannot be dis-
cussed 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,
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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 col-
lapses which were the price they paid for their
superior dynamism. It came to their rescue in the
1780s, when war and the American Revolution dis-
rupted them, and probably again after the
Napoleonic Wars. But more than this, it provided
the broad foundations for a generalized industrial
economy. If England thought tomorrow what Man-
chester thought today, it was because the rest of
the country was prepared to take its lead from Lan-
cashire. Unlike Shanghai in pre-communist China,
or Ahmedabad in colonial India, Manchester did
not remain a modern enclave in the general back-
wardness, but became the model for the rest of the
country. The domestic market may not have pro-
vided the spark, but it provided fuel and sufficient
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draught to keep it burning.

Export industries worked in very different, and
potentially much more revolutionary conditions.
They fluctuated wildly - up to fifty per cent in a sin-
gle 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 1750 home industries 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 indus-
trial ‘take-off’) by another seven per cent and eighty
per cent respectively. Home demand increased —
but foreign demand multiplied. If a spark was need-
ed, 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 to be overwhelm-
ingly sold abroad. From the end of the eighteenth
century it was already an industry which exported
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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 mar-
kets, and destroying domestic competition within
particular countries, that is by the political or semi-
political means of war and colonization. The coun-
try which succeeded in taking over other people's
export markets, or even in monopolizing the export
markets of a large part of the world in a sufficiently
brief period of time, could expand its export indus-
tries at a rate which made industrial 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 exploit-
ing those markets, but also a government willing to
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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
all foreign policy to economic ends. Her war aims
were commercial and (what amounted to much the
same thing) naval. The great Chatham gave five rea-
sons in his memorandum advocating the conquest
of Canada: the first four were purely economic.
Unlike others (such as the Dutch), her economic
aims were not completely dominated by commer-
cial and financial interests, but shaped also, and
increasingly, by the pressure group of manufactur-
ers; originally the fiscally important woollen indus-
try, later the rest. The tussle between industry and
commerce (represented most dramatically by the
East India Company) was decided in the home mar-
ket by 1700, when British producers won protec-
tion against Indian textile imports; it was not won
in the foreign market until 1813, when the East
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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 govern-
ment, provided the spark, and - with cotton textiles
- the ‘leading sector’ of industry. They also pro-
vided major improvements in sea transport. The
home market provided the broad base for a general-
ized industrial economy and (through the process
of urbanization) the incentive for major improve-
ments in inland transport, a powerful base for the
coal industry and for certain important technologi-
cal innovations. Government provided systematic
support for merchant and manufacturer, and some
by no means negligible incentives for technical
innovation 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,
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THE INDUSTRIAL REVOLUTION 1780~
1840'

‘WHOEVER says Industrial Revolution says cotton.
‘When we think of it we see, like the contemporary
foreign visitors to England, the new and revolution-
ary city of Manchester, which multiplied tenfold in
size between 1760 and 1830 (from 17,000 to
180,000 inhabitants), where ‘we observe hundreds
of five- and six-storied factories, each with a tower-
ing chimney by its side, which exhales black coal
vapour’; which proverbially thought today what
England would think tomorrow, and gave its name
to the school of liberal economics that dominated
the world. And there can be no doubt that this per-
spective is right. The British Industrial Revolution
was by no means only cotton, or Lancashire or even
textiles, and cotton lost its primacy within it after a
couple of generations. Yet cotton was the pace-
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maker of industrial change, and the basis of the
first regions which could not have existed but for
industrialization, and which expressed a new form
of society, industrial capitalism, based on a new
form of production, the ‘factory’. Other towns were
smoky and filled with steam-engines in 1830,
though not to anything like the same extent as the
cotton towns — in 1838 Manchester and Salford
possessed almost three times as much steampower
as Birmingham* - but they were not towns domi-
nated by factories until the second half of the centu-
1y, if then. Other industrial regions possessed large-
scale enterprises operated by proletarian masses,
and surrounded by impressive machinery, like coal-
mines and ironworks, but their often isolated or
rural location, the traditional background of their
labour force and its different social environment
made them somehow less typical of the new era,
except in their capacity to transform buildings and
landscapes into an unprecedented scene of fire, slag
and iron structures. The miners were — and have
largely remained - villagers, and their ways of life




image15.png
and struggle were strange to the non-miners with
whom they had little contact. The iron-masters
might, like the Crawshays of Cyfartha, demand -
and often receive - political loyalty from ‘their’ men
which recalls the relation between squires and the
farming population rather than between industrial
employers and their operatives. The new world of
industrialism in its most obvious form was not to
be seen there, but in and around Manchester.

The cotton manufacture was a typical by-product
of that accelerating current of international and
especially colonial commerce without which, as we
have seen, the Industrial Revolution cannot be
explained. Its raw material, first used in Europe
mixed with linen to produce a cheaper version of
that textile (‘fustian’), was almost entirely colonial.
The only pure cotton industry known to Europe in
the early eighteenth century was that of India,
whose products (‘calicoes’) the Eastern trading
companies sold abroad and at home, where they
were bitterly opposed by the domestic manufactur-
ers of wool, linen and silk. The English woollen
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industry succeeded in 1700 in banning their import
altogether, thus accidentally succeeding in giving
the domestic cotton manufacturers of the future
something like a free run of the home market. They
were as yet too backward to supply it, though the
first form of the modern cotton industry, calico-
printing, established itself as a partial import sub-
stitution in several European countries. Modest
local manufacturers established themselves in the
hinterland of the great colonial and slave-trading
ports, Bristol, and even more Glasgow and Liver-
pool, though the new industry was finally localized
near the last of these. For the home market it pro-
duced a substitute for linen or wool and silk
hosiery; for the foreign market, so far as it could, a
substitute for the superior Indian goods, particu-
larly when wars or other crises temporarily dis-
rupted the Indian supply to export markets. Until
1770 over ninety per cent of British cotton exports
went to colonial markets in this way, mainly to
Africa. The vast expansion of exports after 1750
gave the industry its impetus: between then and
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1770 cotton exports multiplied ten times over.
Cotton thus acquired its characteristic link with
the underdeveloped world, which it retained and
strengthened through all the various fluctuations of
fortune. The slave plantations of the West Indies
provided its raw material until in the 1790s it
acquired a new and virtually unlimited source in
the slave plantations of the southern USA, which
therefore became in the main a dependent economy
of Lancashire. The most modern centre of produc-
tion thus preserved and extended the most primi-
tive form of exploitation. From time to time the
industry had to fall back on the British domestic
market, where it increasingly substituted for linen,
but from the 1790s on it always exported the
greater part of its output; towards the end of the
nineteenth century something like ninety per cent
of it. Cotton was and remained essentially an
export industry. From time to time it broke into the
rewarding markets of Europe and the USA, but
wars and the rise of native competition, put a brake
on such expansion and the industry returned, time
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and again, to some old or new region of the unde-
veloped world. After the middle of the nineteenth
century it found its staple outlet in India and the
Far East. The British cotton industry was certainly
in its time the best in the world, but it ended as it
had begun by relying not on its competitive superi-
ority but on a monopoly of the colonial and under-
developed markets which the British Empire, the
British Navy and British commercial supremacy
gave it. Its days were numbered after the First
World War, when the Indians, Chinese and
Japanese manufactured or even exported their own
cotton goods and could no longer be prevented
from doing so by British political interference.

As every schoolchild knows, the technical prob-
lem which determined the nature of mechanization
in the cotton industry was the imbalance between
the efficiency of spinning and weaving. The spin-
ning wheel, a much less productive device than the
hand-loom (especially as speeded up by the ‘flying
shuttle’ which was invented in the 1730s and
spread in the 1760s), could not supply the weavers
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fast enough. Three familiar inventions tipped the
balance: the ‘spinning jenny’ of the 1760s, which
enabled one cottage spinner to spin several threads
at once; the ‘water frame’ of 1768, which used the
original idea of spinning by a combination of rollers
and spindles; and the fusion of the two, the ‘mule’
of the 1780s,* to which steam power was soon
applied. The last two innovations implied factory
production. The cotton factories of the Industrial
Revolution were essentially spinning-mills (and
establishments for carding the cotton preparatory
to spinning it).

Weaving kept pace with these innovations by a
multiplication of hand-looms and manual weavers.
Though a power-loom had also been invented in
the 1780s, this branch of manufacture was not
mechanized on any scale until after the Napoleonic
Wars. Thereafter the weavers who had been
attracted into the industry before were eliminated
from it by the simple device of starvation, and
replaced by women and children in factories. In the
meantime their starvation wages delayed the mech-
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anization of weaving. The years from 1815 to the
1840s therefore saw the spread of factory produc-
tion throughout the industry, and its perfection by
the introduction of ‘self-acting’ devices in the 1820s
and other improvements. However, there was no
further technical revolution. The ‘mule’ remained
the basis of British spinning, and ‘ring-spinning’
(invented in the 1840s and general today) was left
to the foreigners. The power-loom dominated
weaving. The overwhelming world predominance
which Lancashire had established by this time had
begun to make it technically conservative, though
not stagnant.

The technology of cotton manufacture was thus
fairly simple, and so, as we shall see, was that of
most of the rest of the changes which collectively
made up the ‘Industrial Revolution’. It required lit-
tle scientific knowledge or technical skill beyond
the scope of a practical mechanic of the early eigh-
teenth century. It hardly even required steam pow-
er, for though cotton adopted the new steam engine
rapidly, and to a greater extent than other indus-
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tries (except mining and metallurgy), as late as
1838 one quarter of its power was still provided by
water. This does not reflect either a shortage of sci-
entific innovation or a lack of interest by the new
industrialists in technical revolution. On the con-
trary, scientific innovation abounded, and was read-
ily applied to practical matters by scientists who
still refused to make the subsequent distinction
between ‘pure’ and ‘applied’ thought. And industri-
alists absorbed these innovations with great speed,
where necessary or advantageous, and above all,
applied a rigorous rationalism to their methods of
production such as is highly characteristic of a sci-
entific age. Cotton-masters soon learned to build in
a purely functional way (‘often’, as a foreign
observer out of tune with modernity said, ‘at the
cost of external beauty’), > and from 1805 length-
ened the working day by illuminating their factories
with gas. Yet the first experiments in gaslighting
went no farther back than 1792. They immediately
bleached and dyed textiles by the most recent
inventions of chemistry, a science which can be said
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to have come of age in the 1770s and 1780s, with
the Industrial Revolution. Yet the chemical indus-
try which flourished in Scotland by 1800 on this
basis went back to the suggestion, made as recently
as 1786 by Berthollet to James Watt, that chlorine
could be used for bleaching.

The early Industrial Revolution was technically
rather primitive not because no better science and
technology were available, or because men took no
interest in it or could not be persuaded to use it. It
was simple because, by and large, the application of
simple ideas and devices, often of ideas available for
centuries, often by no means expensive, could pro-
duce striking results. The novelty lay not in the
innovations, but in the readiness of practical men
to put their minds to using the science and technol-
ogy which had long been available and within
reach; and in the wide market which lay open to
goods as prices and costs fell rapidly. It lay not in
the flowering of individual inventive genius, but in
the practical situation which turned men's thoughts
to soluble problems.
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This situation was very fortunate, for it gave the
pioneer Industrial Revolution an immense, perhaps
an essential, push forward. It put it within the
reach of an enterprising, not particularly well-edu-
cated or subtle, not particularly wealthy body of
businessmen and skilled artisans, operating in a
flourishing and expanding economy whose oppor-
tunities they could easily seize. In other words, it
minimized the basic requirements of skills, of capi-
tal, of large-scale business or government organiza-
tion and planning, without which no
industrialization can succeed. Let us consider, by
way of contrast, the situation in the so-called ‘Third
World’ country of the twentieth century which sets
about its own industrial revolution. The most ele-
mentary steps forward - say, the construction of an
adequate air transport system — assume a command
of science and technology which is centuries
removed from the skills familiar to more than a tiny
fraction of the population until yesterday. The most
characteristic kinds of modern production - say, the
manufacture of motor-vehicles - are of a size and
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complexity which put them beyond the experience
of most of the small class of local businessmen who
may have hitherto emerged, and require a quantity
of initial capital investment far beyond their inde-
pendent powers of capital accumulation. Even the
minor skills and habits whose existence we take for
granted in developed societies, but whose absence
would totally disrupt them, are scarce as rubies: lit-
eracy, a sense of punctuality and regularity, the con-
duct of routines. To take a simple example: it was
still possible in the eighteenth century to develop a
coal-mining industry by digging relatively shallow
shafts and lateral galleries, putting men at the end
with picks and transporting the coal back to the
surface by hauling small carts manually or by
ponies and raising the mineral in baskets.* It would
be utterly impossible to develop oilwells in any
comparable way today, at all events in competition
with the giant and sophisticated international
petroleum industry.

Similarly, the crucial problem of the backward
country's economic development today is, more
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BOOK I.

Of the Causes of Improvement in the productive
Powers of Labour, and of the Order according to
which its Produce is naturally distributed among
the different Ranks of the People.

CHAP. I. Of the Division of Labour.

THE greatest improvements in the productive pow-
ers of Labour, and the greater part of the skill, dex-
terity, and judgment with which it is any where
directed, or applied, seem to have been the effects
of the division of labour.

THE effects of the division of labour, in the general
business of society, will be more easily understood,
by considering in what manner it operates in some
particular manufactures. It is commonly supposed
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to be carried furthest in some very trifling ones; not
perhaps that it really is carried further in them than
in others of more importance: but in those trifling
manufactures which are destined to supply the
small wants of but a small number of people, the
whole number of workmen must necessarily be
small; and those employed in every different branch
of the work can often be collected into the same
workhouse, and placed at once under the view of
the spectator. In those great manufactures, on the
contrary, which are destined to supply the great
wants of the great body of the people, every differ-
ent branch of the work employs so great a number
of workmen, that it is impossible to collect them all
into the same workhouse. We can seldom see
more, at one time, than those employed in one sin-
gle branch. Though in them, therefore, the work
may really be divided into a much greater number
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of parts, than in those of a more trifling nature, the
division is not near so obvious, and has accordingly
been much less observed.

To take an example, therefore, from a very trifling
manufacture; but one in which the division of
labour has been very often taken notice of, the
trade of the pin-maker; a workman not educated to
this business (which the division of labour has ren-
dered a distinct trade), nor acquainted with the use
of the machinery employed in it (to the invention of
which the same division of labour has probably
given occasion), could scarce, perhaps, with his
utmost industry, make one pin in a day, and cer-
tainly could not make twenty. But in the way in
which this business is now carried on, not only the
whole work is a peculiar trade, but it is divided into
a number of branches, of which the greater part are
likewise peculiar trades. One man draws out the
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wire, another straights it, a third cuts it, a fourth
points it, a fifth grinds it at the top for receiving the
head; to make the head requires two or three dis-
tinct operations; to put it on, is a peculiar business,
to whiten the pins is another; it is even a trade by
itself to put them into the paper; and the important
business of making a pin is, in this manner, divided
into about eighteen distinct operations, which in
some manufactories are all performed by distinct
hands, though in others the same man will some-
times perform two or three of them. I have seen a
small manufactory of this kind where ten men only
were employed, and where some of them conse-
quently performed two or three distinct operations.
But though they were very poor, and therefore but
indifferently accommodated with the necessary
machinery, they could, when they exerted them-
selves, make among them about twelve pounds of
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pins in a day. There are in a pound upwards of four
thousand pins of a middling size. Those ten per-
sons, therefore, could make among them upwards
of forty-eight thousand pins in a day. Each person,
therefore, making a tenth part of fortyeight thou-
sand pins, might be considered as making four
thousand eight hundred pins in a day. But if they
had all wrought separately and independently, and
without any of them having been educated to this
peculiar business, they certainly could not each of
them have made twenty, perhaps not one pin in a
day; that is, certainly, not the two hundred and for-
tieth, perhaps not the four thousand eight hun-
dredth part of what they are at present capable of
performing, in consequence of a proper division
and combination of their different operations.

IN every other art and manufacture, the effects of
the division of labour are similar to what they are
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and goodness of its corn, it can pretend to no such
competition in its manufactures; at least if those
manufactures suit the soil, climate, and situation of
the rich country. The silks of France are better and
cheaper than those of England, because the silk
manufacture does not suit the climate of England.
But the hardware and the coarse woollens of Eng-
land are beyond all comparison superior to those of
France, and much cheaper too in the same degree
of goodness. In Poland there are said to be scarce
any manufactures of any kind, a few of those
coarser household manufactures excepted, without
which no country can well subsist.

THIS great increase of the quantity of work, which
the same number of people are capable of perform-
ing, in consequence of the division of labour, is
owing to three different circumstances; first, to the
increase of dexterity in every particular workman;
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secondly, to the saving of the time which is com-
monly lost in passing from one species of work to
another; and lastly, to the invention of a great num-
ber of machines which facilitate and abridge labour,
and enable one man to do the work of many.

FIRST, the improvement of the dexterity of the
workman necessarily increases the quantity of the
work he can perform, and the division of labour, by
reducing every man's business to some one simple
operation, and by making this operation the sole
employment of his life, necessarily increases very
much the dexterity of the workman. A common
smith, who, though accustomed to handle the ham-
mer, has never been used to make nails, if upon
some particular occasion he is obliged to attempt it,
will scarce, I am assured, be able to make above
two or three hundred nails in a day, and those too
very bad ones. A smith who has been accustomed
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to make nails, but whose sole or principal business
has not been that of a nailer, can seldom with his
utmost diligence make more than eight hundred or
a thousand nails in a day. I have seen several boys
under twenty years of age who had never exercised
any other trade but that of making nails, and who,
when they exerted themselves, could make, each of
them, upwards of two thousand three hundred
nails in a day. The making of a nail, however, is by
no means one of the simplest operations. The same
person blows the bellows, stirs or mends the fire as
there is occasion, heats the iron, and forges every
part of the nail: In forging the head too he is
obliged to change his tools. The different opera-
tions into which the making of a pin, or of a metal
button, is subdivided, are all of them much more
simple, and the dexterity of the person, of whose
life it has been the sole business to perform them,
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is usually much greater. The rapidity with which
some of the operations of those manufactures are
performed, exceeds what the human hand could, by
those who had never seen them, be supposed capa-
ble of acquiring.

SECONDLY, the advantage which is gained by sav-
ing the time commonly lost in passing from one
sort of work to another, is much greater than we
should at first view be apt to imagine it. It is impos-
sible to pass very quickly from one kind of work to
another, that is carried on in a different place, and
with quite different tools. A country weaver, who
cultivates a small farm, must lose a good deal of
time in passing from his loom to the field, and from
the field to his loom. When the two trades can be
carried on in the same workhouse, the loss of time
is no doubt much less. It is even in this case, how-
ever, very considerable. A man commonly saunters
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a little in turning his hand from one sort of employ-
ment to another. When he first begins the new
work he is seldom very keen and hearty; his mind,
as they say, does not go to it, and for some time he
rather trifles than applies to good purpose. The
habit of sauntering and of indolent careless applica-
tion, which is naturally, or rather necessarily
acquired by every country workman who is obliged
to change his work and his tools every half hour,
and to apply his hand in twenty different ways
almost every day of his life; renders him almost
always slothful and lazy, and incapable of any vigor-
ous application even on the most pressing occa-
sions. Independent, therefore, of his deficiency in
point of dexterity, this cause alone must always
reduce considerably the quantity of work which he
is capable of performing.

THIRDLY, and lastly, every body must be sensible
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how much labour is facilitated and abridged by the
application of proper machinery. It is unnecessary
to give any example. I shall, therefore, only observe
that the invention of all those machines by which
labour is so much facilitated and abridged, seems to
have been originally owing to the division of
labour. Men are much more likely to discover easier
and readier methods of attaining any object when
the whole attention of their minds is directed
towards that single object, than when it is dissi-
pated among a great variety of things. But in conse-
quence of the division of labour, the whole of every
man's attention comes naturally to be directed
towards some one very simple object. It is naturally
to be expected, therefore, that some one or other of
those who are employed in each particular branch
of labour should soon find out easier and readier
methods of performing their own particular work
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wherever the nature of it admits of such improve-
ment. A great part of the machines employed in
those manufactures in which labour is most subdi-
vided, were originally the inventions of common
workmen, who, being each of them employed in
some very simple operation, naturally turned their
thoughts towards finding out easier and readier
methods of performing it. Whoever has been much
accustomed to visit such manufactures, must fre-
quently have been shown very pretty machines,
which were the inventions of common workmen in
order to facilitate and quicken their own particular
part of the work. In the first fire-engines, a boy was
constantly employed to open and shut alternately
the communication between the boiler and the
cylinder, according as the piston either ascended or
descended. One of those boys, who loved to play
with his companions, observed that, by tying a
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string from the handle of the valve, which opened
this communication, to another part of the
machine, the valve would open and shut without
his assistance, and leave him at liberty to divert
himself with his play-fellows. One of the greatest
improvements that has been made upon this
machine, since it was first invented, was in this
manner the discovery of a boy who wanted to save
his own labour.

ALL the improvements in machinery, however,
have by no means been the inventions of those who
had occasion to use the machines. Many improve-
ments have been made by the ingenuity of the mak-
ers of the machines, when to make them became
the business of a peculiar trade; and some by that
of those who are called philosophers or men of
speculation, whose trade it is, not to do any thing,
but to observe every thing; and who, upon that
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account, are often capable of combining together
the powers of the most distant and dissimilar
objects. In the progress of society, philosophy or
speculation becomes, like every other employment,
the principal or sole trade and occupation of a par-
ticular class of citizens. Like every other employ-
ment too, it is subdivided into a great number of
different branches, each of which affords occupa-
tion to a peculiar tribe or class of philosophers; and
this subdivision of employment in philosophy, as
well as in every other business, improves dexterity
and saves time. Each individual becomes more
expert in his own peculiar branch, more work is
done upon the whole, and the quantity of science is
considerably increased by it.

IT is the great multiplication of the productions of
all the different arts, in consequence of the division
of labour, which occasions in a well governed soci-
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ety that universal opulence which extends itself to
the lowest ranks of the people. Every workman has
a great quantity of his own work to dispose of
beyond what he himself has occasion for; and every
other workman being exactly in the same situation,
he is enabled to exchange a great quantity of his
own goods for a great quantity, or, what comes to
the same thing, for the price of a great quantity of
theirs. He supplies them abundantly with what
they have occasion for, and they accommodate him
as amply with what he has occasion for, and a gen-
eral plenty diffuses itself through all the different
ranks of the society.

OBSERVE the accommodation of the most com-
mon artificer or day-labourer in a civilized and
thriving country, and you will perceive that the
number of people of whose industry a part, though
but a small part, has been employed in procuring
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INTRODUCTION

THE Industrial Revolution marks the most funda-
mental transformation of human life in the history
of the world recorded in written documents. For a
brief period it coincided with the history of a single
country, Great Britain. An entire world economy
was thus built on, or rather around, Britain, and
this country therefore temporarily rose to a posi-
tion of global influence and power unparalleled by
any state of its relative size before or since, and
unlikely to be paralleled by any state in the foresee-
able future. There was a moment in the world's his-
tory when Britain can be described, if we are not
too pedantic, as its only workshop, its only massive
importer and exporter, its only carrier, its only
imperialist, almost its only foreign investor; and for
that reason its only naval power and the only one
which had a genuine world policy. Much of this
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monopoly was simply due to the loneliness of the
pioneer, monarch of all he surveys because of the
absence of any other surveyors. When other coun-
tries industrialized, it ended automatically, though
the apparatus of world economic transfers con-
structed by, and in terms of, Britain remained indis-
pensable to the rest of the world for a while longer.
Nevertheless, 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
marked by it to this day. This unique historical situ-
ation of Britain is the subject of this book.
Economists and economic historians have dis-
cussed the characteristics, advantages and disadvan-
tages of being an industrial pioneer at great length
and with different conclusions, depending mainly
on whether they have tried to explain why undevel-
oped economies today fail to catch up with devel-
oped ones, or why early industrial starters — and
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2

ORIGIN OF THE INDUSTRIAL REVO-
LUTION!

THE problem of the origin of the Industrial Revolu-
tion 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 accelera-
tion 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
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industrial revolution, but Manchester, a city which
produced more in a more obviously revolutionary
manner. In the late eighteenth century this eco-
nomic and social transformation took place in and
through a capitalist economy. As we know from the
twentieth century, this is not the only form indus-
trial 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 technological transforma-
tion, and it is by no means obvious that it automati-
cally does so. In other ways, doubtless, capitalist
industrialization 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. Never-
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theless, none of these initiated the characteristic
modern phase of history, self-sustained economic
growth by means of perpetual technological revolu-
tion and social transformation. Being the first, it is
therefore also in crucial respects unlike all subse-
quent industrial revolutions. It cannot be explained
primarily, or to any extent, in terms of outside fac-
tors such as — for instance - the imitation of more
advanced techniques, the import of capital, the
impact of an already industrialized world economy.
Subsequent revolutions could use the British expe-
rience, 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 least two
hundred years of fairly continuous economic devel-
opment, which laid its foundations. Unlike, say,
nineteenth- or twentieth-century Russia, Britain
entered industrialization prepared and not virtually
unprepared.

However, the Industrial Revolution cannot be
explained in purely British terms, for this country
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