Chapter 3
Society and Economy in England,
1715D1763

The rebellion of 1688 and the subsequent Revolutiaeitiement set the stage for
the golden age of the English landlords. As we wék, the landlords still had to
bring stability to the party system and to fend dffrther resurrections of Jaco-
bitism; nevertheless, the foundations for their mminence were laid. Having
secured the rule of law (which they wrote and erded), the rights of property
(which they defined and enjoyed), and the power Rdrliament (which they
monopolized and wielded), the English landed magrssurveyed Britain from a
pinnacle of wealth and power. The society over attleey ruled by all appearances
seemed one of stability and cohesiveness, whetf@ved in terms of the culture,
the social order, or the economy. The landed efiteédene domination of the nation
resembled Caesar AugustusO rule of the early R&ngpire; hence, eighteenth-
century England has long been labeled Othe Augusige.O

In fact, however, the eighteenth century was a time of costrand paradoxN
between the majestic stability of the social hiecAy and the unseemly scramble
of people for higher rungs on the social ladderflween the warmth of paternalist
social relations and the naked lust for power; beeam the breathtaking wealth of
a few and the heartbreaking poverty of the manytvieen the rituals of deference
given by inferiors to superiors and the startlingefjuency of riots; and above all
between the stately calm of agricultural Englanddathe bustling aggressiveness
of towns and commerce. The problem for the histariaf eighteenth-century En-
gland is not to find Othe truth that lies in betwe® these contrasts but to see how
all of them can have been true at once.

THE SOCIAL STRUCTURE: AN OPEN HIERARCHY

The key feature of eighteenth-century English sdgigvas that it was arranged
as a status hierarchy, not as a class societyhilmgense that a historian or sociol-
ogist can assign the people he or she is studyiogotedetermined pigeonholes
called Oclasses,O then all societies are and bawectass societies. But in the his-
torically more important sense of how people actiyatelated to each other and
identified themselves in their social order, thengateenth-century English men
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Mr and Mrs Andrewd)y Thomas Gainsborough (1748). This painting reflects the com-
fortable self-assurance of the English country gentry in the eighteenth century.

and women ordered themselves in a status hierardte basic sets of relationships
should be envisioned as vertical, not horizontaadh person was thought to have
been ascribed at birth a position in the naturalNateed, divinely establishedN
pecking order, and each felt that his or her loyalvas to social superiors, not to
fellow workers. Hence the social structure was l&estatus ladder, or rather a num-
ber of parallel ladders, each rung being a statwadation with its own generally
accepted duties and privileges. If a person movpaudown the ladder, it was off
one rung and onto another, the ladder itself rem&g unchanged. Dr. Samuel
Johnson, the great wit and man of letters, remarket the English people were
set in their hierarchical places Oby the fixed,ariable rules of distinction of rank,
which create no jealousy, since they are held todseidental.O Thus, when the En-
glish talked about social position, they spoke ierms of Odegrees,O Oorder,0 and
OranksONgradations of status, not of class.

OMankind,O Dr. Johnson observed, Oare happistateaf inequality and sub-
ordination.O Such was the view unanimously heldtmyse at the top of the hierar-
chy and ceaselessly preached to those below théms. i$ not surprising, since the
distance in wealth and prestige from top to bottowas enormous. On the highest
rung of the hierarchy stood the titled nobility, etsisting of fewer than two hun-
dred families. All the nobles were great landlordho dominated their counties in
near-majestic splendor. They lived in palatial caggnhomes, often gigantic edifices
of close to one hundred rooms, and enjoyed on agerg8,000 a year. A few, like the
duke of Bedford and the duke of Devonshire, rakedriore than £30,000 a year
from rentals aloneNthe equivalent of many millionsf dollars today. Just below
the nobility came the ranks of the big landlordsNbanets, knights, esquires, and
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gentlemenNmore than fifteen thousand families, ea@mjoying upward of £1,000
a year and each living in a stately country hou3egether, these landlords and
their familiesNthe nobility and the gentryNamountedto less than 3 percent of the
population, but they enjoyed 15 percent of the ratal income. All also enjoyed the
vitally important status of OgentlemanONa positioh honor, to be fought for if
necessary, assigned to the lucky few born into @@oéamilies, and displayed by
badges of status like genteel education, gracegpattment, and conspicuous con-
sumption. Gentle status was defined as the abildyive well without working for

a living, or, as the novelist Daniel Defoe putdentlemen were Osuch who live on
estates, and without the mechanism of employment.O

In the countryside, below the gentlemen (and ladieame those who actually
worked the landNfreeholders, tenant farmers, andralaborers. Freeholders were
owner-occupiers, distinguished from the gentry ihat they managed their farms
themselves. Freeholders still claimed the traditiarabel of Oyeomen,O but this was
a dwindling order. Most farms were worked by tergrgome of them well-off, oth-
ers struggling, all of whom leased land from thentilords for cash. Their access to
a tenancy and the terms of their leases were notgnakt by custom, though some
landlords simply rented to the highest bidder. Tager, the freeholders and farm-
ers of England numbered about 350,000 families, mearning between £40 and
£150 a year. They employed large numbers of fainotars and domestic servants,
who were themselves ranked in distinct hierarchieblisbandmen, stableboys,
milkmaids, housekeepers, cooks, butlers, gardenars] scullery girls.

Some of the farm laborers and domestics were hivech yearly basis and Olived
inO the farmerOs household. Most worked on a dailseasonal hiring, having
offered their labor for sale at a local market. Tlatter were the Ocottagers,0O who
rented a cottage and a scrap of land on which towvegetables, who usually had
customary rights to the use of village commons andste lands, and who with
their wives undertook some craft like weaving, gdomnaking, or straw plaiting in
slack times. In good years, cottagers and their fiées could scrape together a mea-
ger living; in bad years, they had to look to tharfsh for assistance. The leading
statistician of the day made no distinction betwe@rtottagersO and OpaupersON
400,000 families with an average of only six oresepounds a year. In rural En-
gland, the laborers ranked above only those with claim on the society at allN
vagrants, beggars, thieves, and the like.

The rural laborers formed part of the Olaboring pddithe base of the social
hierarchy that comprised almost a quarter of thegpdation. The other segment of
the laboring poor lived in the towns. The urban lating poor, like those in the
countryside, were often in need of assistance frih@ Poor Law or private charity;
they included vagrants, beggars, criminals, soldiesailors, and unskilled male and
female workers.

Above the urban laboring poor came the wide randette Omiddling sort,0
who constituted a dynamic and growing element in @ish society, amounting to
about 15 percent of the English and Welsh populatia the early seventeen hun-
dreds. The middling sort did not fit neatly into #htraditional social hierarchy. At
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the lower end of the middling scale stood artisarshiopkeepers, tradesmen, and
their families, earning perhaps £50 a year. Artisahad their own hierarchies:
apprentices, journeymen, and masters, most of whaere male, though women
sometimes did become apprentices and learned tlaeléss. Some master artisans
owned their own shops and employed apprentices gruineymen. TheLondon
Tradesmanin 1747 listed more than 350 different crafts anddes: butchers, bak-
ers, and candlestickmakers; but also jewelers, goliths, shipwights, carpenters,
joiners, shoemakers, saddlers, harnessmakers, isilacemakers, weavers, cutlers,
printers, chainmakers, spurriers, gunsmiths, hatwrclockmakers, and all the rest
of a world of manufacturing now largely gone.

Above the artisans and shopkeepers in incomes daddsrds of living were
the merchants and professional people. Rich bussmesn could earn anything
from hundreds to thousands of pounds a year. Prsif@sal menNwomen could not
enter any of the professions until the late ninetgh centuryNincluded clergy-
men, lawyers, and doctors; they earned a wide rasfgacomes and improved their
status throughout the century. At the beginning dfie century, professional men
were regarded, like tradesmen and merchants, aglgwembitious and therefore
not genteel. By the end of the century, howevereyhhad gained considerable
respectability and were even thought of as satefliof the landed orders. The mid-
dling sorts would eventually form the germ of theiddle class, but in the eigh-
teenth century their main desire was to make enougtoney to buy an estate and
join the elite circle of landed society.

Eighteenth-century society, then, was a finely geablhierarchy in which sta-
tus distinctions were carefully defined, observeshd protected. Yet England was
not a caste society. While there was little movement at the evel, the titled aris-
tocracy, none of the rungs on the social ladder wagally closed to outsiders.
Landowners enjoyed privileges, but the privilegefided by the law were surpris-
ingly few in number: the titled nobility sat in thédouse of Lords and were entitled
to trial by their peers; otherwise, nobility and g&y were subject to the same body
of law as everyone else and theoretically openeddrttanks to newcomers. These
concessions composed the social price that the tamders paid for the preemi-
nence they won in 1688. In eighteenth-century Ength property determined sta-
tus, and property could be purchased. In medieatisty, property followed status,
but this rule had now been reversed. It was possitadr a person to acquire a for-
tune, buy property, and move up to the appropriateng on the social ladder. At the
same time, it was possible for a family to squandsrfortune and its estates and
thus to find itself reduced in status. Rich busirssen tried to marry daughters of
the gentry so as to acquire status; younger sondanfded families often had to
marry mercantile wealth or to find positions in thprofessions. In sum, there were
numerous opportunities for social mobility in eiglkeenth-century England.

There was also an often unseemly scramble as pgoptéed for positions in
the social hierarchy. Barons sought to become easiguires to become knights,
farmers to become squires, merchants to become tgmen, and shopkeepers to
become merchants. Money was the key, and Englishimgressed foreigners with
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their love of money. The most significant aspecttbé upward scramble was for
wealthy merchants and financiers to buy estates andcross the all-important line
into gentle status. The society was full of men whad achieved privileged status:
Sir George Dashwood, a London brewer; Sir JosiaitdCh banker; and Sir George
Wombwell, a merchant of the East India Company. Thest famous example was
Thomas (ODiamondO) Pitt, the son of an Anglicangytean who became a sea cap-
tain, an interloper in the trade of the East Indi@ompany, and finally a merchant
and governor in the CompanyNa poacher turned gameger. Pitt made so much
money in Indian trade that he was eventually abteltuy more than ten estates in
England and set himself up as a member of Parliaimétfis grandson William
became earl of Chatham. (Pitt also brought homenfrdndia a diamond of 410
carats, which he later sold for £135,000.) Such inessmen usually lacked the
social graces to be fully accepted by landed sgcimit one or two generations later
the family passed as the genuine article. As Dgiatsit, OAfter a generation or two,
the tradesmenOs children, or at least their grarititkn, come to be as good gen-
tlemen, statesmen, parliament men . . . bishops arblemen as those of the high-
est and most ancient families.O

The upward and downward flow of people did not d®sthe status hierarchy
but rather preserved it. Each person and family @sed the style, the duties, and
the privileges of their new position as they movag the rungs. Social mobility
thus provided a safety valve for the economic dyrsamof the country. It marked
off England as very different from Wales, Irelarzshd even Scotland, where the
social hierarchies were comparatively petrified. England, as long as everyone
recognized and accepted the hierarchy itself anddaeed according to the pre-
scribed forms and standards at each level, thendtrecture itself was stable.

SOCIAL RELATIONS: PROPERTY, PATRONAGE, AND DEFERENCE

Property was one of the pillars of eighteenth-centisociety because it pro-
vided a person or family with the means of survivaécause it formed the basis of
power, and most of all because it determined sostatus. OThe great and chief end
... of men uniting into commonwealths, and puttinthemselves under govern-
ment,O John Locke had written, Ois the preservatiaimeir property.O The central
features of social relationships were closely rethto propertypatronageand def-
erence Property enabled a person to disburse patronagéf$g jobs, appoint-
ments, contracts, favorsNand the ability to act agpatron was the crucial measure
of property and status. To be a great man or ladgwo be able to dispense patron-
age to clients, called in that day oneQs Ofriemd€interest.O From the recipientOs
point of view, to have a niche in life, a meanssafvival and advancement, required
being within the circle of some patronOs friendscéxding to the essayist Joseph
Addison, OTo an honest mind the best perquisitgdaife are the advantages it gives
a man of doing goodO; by Odoing goodO he meantHujsful to oneOs friends.

Patronage played in eighteenth-century England thele that merit and
achievement play in modern societies. Almost all’lgmment offices, clerical (that
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is, church) appointments, tenancies on landed esigtjobs for laborers, appren-
ticeships for boys, commissions for artists and laitects, assignments for writers,
military and naval posts, and the vast array of ifoss in domestic service were
distributed by patronage. No one took entrance avilcservice exams or had to
show certificates of qualification. Furthermore,ielooked on patronage as cor-
ruption, for it was simply the way that the politad (as we will see), economic, and
social systems worked. Nor did English men and warbelieve that seeking help
from a patron was degrading or that receiving suolp was unfair. Here is a prime
example of an unashamed request for patronage: atehbishop of Tuam in the
1740s wrote the duke of Newcastle on the deathefarchbishop of Armagh: OThe
death of our late primate happening when | was atdn, | am later than others
in my application upon that event; but as the raienot to the swift . . . | hope it
will not be too late for me to lay my small pretéohs . . . before yr. Grace.O From
the patronOs side, we have the word of Sir Robeipdlé, great landowner and
politician, who declared that Owhile he was in eayphent, he had endeavoured to
serve his friends and relations; than which, in hepinion, nothing was more rea-
sonable, or more just.O

In return for their patronage, patrons demanded defnce, which included
postures of gratitude, loyalty, service, and obedie. If a man felt entitled to claim
assistance from his superior, he also felt it rigtet defer to that patronOs opinions
and wishes. Laborers were expected to move asidealhtheir forelocks when the
landlord or members of his family rode by; tenarariners to vote the way the
landowner wished; sons and daughters to defer teitttparents; artists to render
their patrons (or even their patronsO prize animdleautiful in portraits; and cler-
gymen to preach on the lines preferred by their pats. Deference was not
regarded as servile, but as honorable. As one $ateenteenth-century guide for
husbandmen put it: OA just fear and respect he nhaste for his landlord, or the
gentleman his neighbour, because God hath placeehthabove him, and he hath
learnt [in the Fifth Commandment] that by the fathiehe ought to honour is meant
all his superiors.O

There were plenty of occasions, as we will see,nndeference broke down in
the eighteenth century, for people, even the commfmik, also had a strong sense
of traditional rights and privileges, and sometimése sense of rights clashed with
that of obligations. Nevertheless, patronage andedence, more than force, held
the society together. This was made possible byfétoe that people were connected
to each other by face-to-face relationships up afmvn the social hierarchy. It
would be a mistake to think of those personal réteaships as necessarily loving or
friendly. The relationship was harsh if the patravas unfair or abusive, a situation
for which there was no end of opportunities. Thentection between patron and
client was always unequal, and exploitation wasievitable feature of such an
inequalitarian society. To see the inegalitariartiatdes, one need only to look at
the prevailing view toward the poor. As one obsemueote toward the end of the
century, OPoverty is . . . a most necessary anispensable ingredient in society,
without which nations and communities could not estiin a state of civilization.O
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When, however, a patron was moved, like the novélisnry FieldingOs Squire All-
worthy, by decency and generosity, and above a#mvé patron allowed himself or
herself to be regulated by custom, then the faceféce connections took on some-
thing of the warmth and trust of paternal relatiomgps.

The face-to-face relationships could exist only &ese the Oscale of life,0 as
Professor Harold Perkin called it, was small. Ag las 1760, 75 to 80 percent of the
6.5 million people in England lived in villages small towns. It remained true that
few people outside the elite ever traveled beydmel parish or the nearest market
town. Few people ever saw more than several hundstfters gathered at one
timeNchurch services, markets, fairs, and traditiah celebrations at the manor
house being the main occasions. Each of these matmesinforced the local com-
munity. In rural England, everyone knew everyoneel Even the units of produc-
tion were small. The greatest noble households rhaye numbered a hundred ser-
vants and laborers, but most farm households weracm smaller. Even in the
towns, most work was done in households by the reastr journeyman, his wife
and family, and his apprentices and laborers. Agéashop consisted of fifteen to
twenty people. Peter Laslett has written: OTime whsn the whole of life went for-
ward in the family, in a circle of loved, familidaces, known and fondled objects all
to human size.O* This observation perhaps sentimaéingés the small scale of life,
but it touches on the very different quality of huam relationships in preindustral
England from those of the modern world.

LAND, MARRIAGE, PATRIARCHY, AND THE FAMILY

Landed property was the foundation of the sociaérdairchy. Land produced
much of the nationOs wealth and gave employmennhast of the laboring force.
Land was the source of prestige and therefore tleg ko status. To own an estate
placed a man at the top of the social ladder angdeghim political power. But the
size of estates grew throughout the century, andgthumber of estates was small;
hence land was expensive, and increasingly so dutive century. Two features of
the society followed from these facts: (1) theresngevere competition among the
wealthy to buy (or to add to) estates; and (2) tigect of all landowners was to keep
their estates intact.

The landowners used several devices for these maporhe first was the prin-
ciple of primogeniture, or inheritance of the property by the eldest soriounger
sons and daughters might be given a lump sum of ragror an annuity, but the
estate as a whole passed to the eldest son, dnénabsence of a son, to the desig-
nated heir. Landowners did everything possible teo@ and prevent sale of an
estate or parts of it. Primogeniture was largelyratter of custom and operated in
law only when a property owner died without a willshich no competent land-
owner would ever allow to happen. Hence the mospaortant device for ensuring
the passage of an estate intact was #tect settlement These settlements, wills

*Peter Laslett,The World We Have Los8rd ed. (New York: ScribnerOs, 1965), p. 21.
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carefully drawn up and defended by the law, prodidleat each inheritor got the
land under severe restrictions: he must not alieragsell) any of it; it was thus
entailed By the principle of entailment, therefore, strictettlements turned the
owner of an estate into a sort of life tenant. Ausg might settle his land on his
son, but on legal condition that the son in turn ga the estate to the grandson. And
the son, by powerful social custom, resettled thetate on his son by making the
same sort of will, and so on down the generations.

This desire to keep estates intact had heavy conerages for other sons in the
family and for all daughters. Because only the asidson would inherit, different
means of support had to be found for all the oth#fspring. Here is where patron-
age, Ofriendship,0 and OinterestO came into filayordper connections, younger
sons could be sent into the professionsNthe clergymy, navy, or medicine. Entry
into business was much less favored, since workaos$elf-interested sort was
thought to be tainted by OtradeO and thereforetoesdegree was dishonorable and
thus ungentlemanly. But no landlord opposed monéseif; hence the typical land-
lord would be delighted if his sons married wealtingiresses, regardless of the
source of their fortunes. Marriage to a rich bank&s or merchantOs daughter might
provide a financial base for a second or third $oom which he might launch an
effort to buy an estate. In this way, there wasiarportant flow of noninheriting
sons downward into the professions, which over tilmelped to elevate the profes-
sions in status and which raised the status of mamtile daughters upward into
landed society. This upward and downward mobiligiged bond landed and com-
mercial wealth together.

Daughters provided a major problem for landowniragrfilies, for they had to
be married off well, without loss of status; yetettdaughters rarely brought an
estate with them. Women could own landed properyd a significant number
(mainly widows) did; but the custom in landed famei$ generally was to keep the
estates in menOs hands. Thus to find and secutatdeimarriages for their daugh-
ters was a matter of ceaseless calculating and agmng for the landowner and
his wife. To make his daughter attractive on the mage market, a landowner cus-
tomarily bestowed a dowry on his daughter at thend of her marriage. These
dowries might amount to thousands of pounds, andgrwone thought it perfectly
proper if the prospective groom (or rather his falyli bargained to get the dowry
increased. Thus, having a bevy of daughters wagrss drain on a familyOs
resources and was regarded by most landlords d®st a mixed blessing.

These circumstances made marriage arrangements witthe landowning
orders a matter of delicate negotiations and bargag between families, not
unlike diplomatic negotiations between countriesafnily fortunes and the status
of the lineage were at stake, so parents playedagnrole in choosing partners for
their children. The precise weight assumed by paetropinion varied from family
to family, depending on the particular mix of pensalities involved. Moreover, the
balance between parental choice and the young pe@sopreference was shifting
during the century, as individualism, reason, angemtually romantic sensibility
grew in cultural importance. As the decades pass@ding people expected to play
a bigger role in their own matchmaking and the pats a lesser role. In the sev-
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Marriage “-la-Modeby William Hogarth (1743). Here the great satirical English painter
depicts mercenary negotiations held by the heads of two wealthy families and their
lawyers, while the prospective bride and groom wait, unconsulted, at the side.

enteenth century, the parents largely arranged thearriages; in the eighteenth
century their role slowly moved toward one of exising a veto over their chil-
drenOs choices.

Nowhere are these familial tensions better showrathin Henry FieldingOs
great comic novel,Tom Jonesin it, the dashing, handsome Tom and the lovely,
maidenly Sophia Western love each other. Alas, Tierllegitimate and thus an
unsuitable match for Sophia, whose aunt expressebér the traditional view:

So far, madam, from your being concerned alone [in your marriage], your
concern is the least, or surely the least important . It is the honor of your
family which is concerned in this alliance; you are only the instrument. Do
you conceive, mistress, that in an intermarriage be  tween kingdoms . . . the
princess herself is alone considered in the match?  No, it is a match
between two kingdoms rather than between two person s. The same hap-
pens in great families such as ours. The alliance b  etween the families is the
principal matter.

But Mr. Allworthy, TomOs excellent guardian, has a more modern view: young

people should marry if they love one another, prei that their families are con-
sulted and have the right of refusal. This is alé® honorable SophiaOs view and



56 Partl The Age of the Landed Oligarchy

clearly that of Fielding: Sophia vows never to mamwithout her fatherOs consent,
but she also refuses to marhys choice (in this case the sniveling Mr. BIifil), ste
she does not love him.

Such issues reached to the heart of marriage andifalife themselves. What
was the nature of the relationship between husbardl wife, or between parents
and children, in eighteenth-century England? Thersiving evidence sheds most
light on the families of the landowners and the Wwab-do people of the middling
sorts. The law was clear: as the famous legal goiher Sir William Blackstone
put it, Oln marriage husband and wife are one peraad that person is the hus-
band.O In the gentry and aristocracy, a woman wapssed to be under the care
(and the control) of a man all her lifeNfirst herdther, then her husband. But here,
too, actual behavior was changing. Family life,dikhe social structure itself, had
long been authoritarian and patriarchal. For mangmturies, the father had ruled
the roost; the husband demanded absolute obedieinem his wife; the parents
together demanded obedience from the children; ahd lineage itself was more
important than the individuals of any one generatioln the seventeenth century,
Puritanism had accentuated patriarchal control itné¢ family and had intensified
the parental desire to subordinate the will of tlehildren to their own, as well as
to close the nuclear family to the claims of thenéage as a whole. That peculiar
Puritan intensity tended to diminish during the elgeenth century. The reason-
ableness and tolerance advocated in late seventeemtd early eighteenth-century
thought mitigated some of the harsh intensity of ¢hPuritan-style family and led
to more companionable relations between husbandd anves as well as to more
affectionate concern by parents for their childreRor this reason, toys and chil-
drenOs books emphasizing fun and pleasure becameriamt consumer items for
the first time in the eighteenth century.

Of course, not all English families became warm aaftectionate. Among the
wealthiest landed families, the great fortunes kéllowed parents to neglect their
children. In the eighteenth century, the English atom emerged of sending the
children away to school as early as possible. kangle, Robert Walpole, who was
later to become prime minister, was sent away aé a&ix to boarding schools and
later to Cambridge, and he returned only at age tyetwo, rarely having spent
more than a few weeks at home. Among the poorestilfas, poverty ensured that
parental attitudes toward children remained erratand unpredictable, alternating
among warmth, cruelty, and indifference. Young mand women among the low-
est levels of the laboring poor could marry withofgaring that their parents would
punish them through disinheritance, because thereasvno property to be inher-
ited. They also found all too often that they couldt feed all the children they pro-
duced. Among these families, brutality born of igmamce and frustration some-
times stood at a high level. Finally, Puritanismeits hold on many families. Cot-
ton Mather, the colonial Puritan divine, wrote ohddrearing:

First | beget in them a high opinion of their fathe  rOs love to them and of

his being able to judge what shall be good for them . Then | make them sen-

sible Otis folly for them to pretend unto any wit o r will of their own; they
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must resign all to me, who will be sure to do what is best; my word must be
their law.

THE AGRICULTURAL SYSTEM

The social hierarchy, the village community, andettpatriarchal family were
central features of a world we have lost. The agjticral system was another fea-
ture of this world. It is clear, as we have alreathyted, that English agriculture had
been changing at least since the sixteenth centarnyd that the estates had been
integrated into a market economy. Some landlordsrr the late 1600s on had been
enclosing fields, planting improved crops, and atiog new techniques of cultiva-
tion. However, because the most intense period midvation in England came
after 1760, this chapter will focus on the more tfitional sector of the agricultural
system. This sector remained significant to the Hish economy as a whole: agri-
culture was still the largest industry in Englandhe income of landlords and ten-
ants alone composing half of the national incomearfing directly or indirectly
employed more than half of the English people. O2&r million acres were culti-
vated, of which about halfNincluding the rich graisproducing land of the Mid-
landsNwere farmed using the traditional methods.

This traditional system originated in medieval agulture, though it had
become much altered by the eighteenth century. leat of lords of manors who
held their land from their feudal superiors in reta for military service, and who
farmed the land by both free and unfree labor, d&gmth-century England was
dominated by estate owners, who leased parcelamd ko tenant farmers, all of
whom were legally free. The tenants and their wivesrked the land with the assis-
tance of hired farm laborers, both male and femdteudal duties and labor services
had long disappeared, but certain elements remaifredn the medieval system: (1)
the three-field (or Oopen-fieldO system); (2) commights; (3) cooperative man-
agement; and (4) relatively low yields. Estategtia traditionally farmed areas nor-
mally included a manor house and one or more vilisg surrounded by several
kinds of fields: first, the small Ohome farm,O rtearmanor house, farmed directly
by the landlordOs steward; second, large unfer@egdnO) fields divided into strips;
and third, common land (or wastes). Each of thedarfields was allowed to lie fal-
low every third year so that it could restore it$alaturally; therefore, an estate typ-
ically had one-third of the fields in wheat, oneitd in barley, and one-third in nat-
ural grasses. Each small owner and each tenant farimeld stripsNthe number
depending on the size of the ownership or tenancyN#ach of the three fields, and
with his hired laborers went out each day from thallage to work his strips.
Because not all small owners and tenants could raffan expensive plow team,
plowing usually had to be cooperative among tenar&gmilarly, certain seasonal
activities like haymaking and harvesting requireccammunal effort.

The common land or waste was an important part loé tsystem, especially to
the cottagers. By custom, tenants and cottagers leadain rights to the common
land: to pick up fallen branches or to cut peat fiorel; to turn a few pigs and geese
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The Warrenerby George Morland. In this drawing we have a glimpse of the rural labor-
ing poorNin this case a rabbit hunter and his family.

onto the common to forage; to graze cows and sheapto dig clay for making

bricks. Such rights often were decisive for cottagand their families between sur-
vival and starvation; thus, the customary rights grning the common or waste
land were carefully defined and zealously defended.

The system as a whole was inefficient. Not only miitlions of acres lie fallow
each year but also tenants and laborers had toaymldistances from strip to strip.
One Buckinghamshire farmer, for example, held 2 H&es, which were divided
into twenty-four strips scattered among differeniefds. It was difficult to experi-
ment with new crops or techniques, to carry out sgmatic fertilizing of the fields,
or to improve the quality of the livestock. Indeeitlwas difficult to keep the cattle
out of the fields or to keep a large number of Isteck alive over the winter. Yields
were therefore lowNperhaps two bushels per acrewheat. Nevertheless, agricul-
tural production increased during the first half ahe century, partly because of
advances in the more modern sector of farming (&&pter 10) and partly because
of two decades of excellent harvests in the 173@bE/40s. England for a time had
a surplus of wheat for export. Food prices thus weelatively low, and this fact left
thousands of British consumers with money after théood purchases to spend on
other goods. This happy circumstance would evenlpalrove to be of enormous
significance. Meanwhile, to most observers, the enrefields of England seemed
unusually prosperous and productive. As the nowelisbias Smollett wrote: Ol see
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the country of England smiling with cultivation: te grounds exhibiting all the per-
fection of agriculture, parceled into beautiful elasures, corn fields, hay pasture,
woodland and commons.O

COMMERCE

Successful as agriculture was, commerce composexgiowth sector of the
English economy. By the early eighteenth centuryadtand was well into the com-
mercial revolution. Dr. Johnson observed: OThergemevas from earliest ages a
time in which trade so much engaged the attentiorfi mankind, or commercial
gain was sought with such general emulation.O s an age afommercial cap-
italism, for capitalist practices (rational investment afoney in commercial enter-
prises for the purpose of increasing profits) hasherged in the 1600s, a century
before industrialization began. The middling sorts provided a substantial num-
ber of men with the rational outlook and the commaal skills to direct the expan-
sion of trade and take the necessary risks. Astis¢orian Roy Porter wrote, OEn-
gland teemed with practical men of enterprise, wieat-eye open, from tycoons to
humble master craftsmen.O* Hence, although offigalicy remained that of mer-
cantilism, the state did not plan or direct Englishommercial expansion. It did,
however, respond to the needs of powerful commadritigerests in promoting and
protecting foreign trade (by war if necessary),dhartering exclusive commercial
and financial companies, and in avoiding both thedvy taxation and the internal
tariffs that would have dampened trade. The staied to protect manufacturing
by tariffs and other regulations. But mercantile hees, banks, shipping firms,
turnpike trusts, woolens companies, and countled®ps across the country all
were established by individual initiative.

Commercial expansion could be seen in both domestiasumption and for-
eign trade. England enjoyed what has been call€écansumer revolutionO during
the eighteenth century. Landlords, tenant farmeiand people of the middling sort
all indulged their desire for luxury, fashion, antbnvenience by consuming goods
of all kinds. Shops providing the consumer goodsasp up in even the small cities
and towns. Not only did the landlords build, recdnsct, and redecorate their great
houses with marvelous furniture and objects of abit also professional and other
middling sorts with less ostentatious wealth enjayeonsumer products like tex-
tiles, tablecloths, china services, pottery, cugeceramics, prints, books, and news-
papers to a degree that was entirely new in any dp@an society. Refinement of
manners usually accompanied the goods. Some aristiscbecame anxious about
the consumer pretensions of their social inferiorand many traditional moralists
denounced societyOs growing taste for luxury. Bt desire for consumer goods
could not be quashed, for the intent of the landits to impress each other and
overawe those below them in the hierarchy only iiregl the desire among the less
wealthy to emulate them.

*Roy Porter,English Society in the Eighteenth CenturgHarmondsworth, Middlesex:
Penguin, 1982), p. 95.
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Foreign trade continued to grow in all its branchidexports, imports, and
reexports. The Onew trades,O such as the impoatitt reexporting of tobacco,
sugar, linens, calicoes, and slaves, grew steadilgomparison to the old staple
export, finished woolens. The basic pattern of Bsigltrade was shifting, for while
the proportion of English imports from northern Euspe still stood at over 30 per-
cent in 1750, the English over time imported les®m Europe and more from the
East Indies, the West Indies, and North AmericaniBarly, exports and reexports
to Europe (especially to Spain and Portugal) remednof great importance, but
shipping to North America and the East Indies wofasger share. Overall, English
overseas trade doubled between 1700 and 1760, exetielg from a growth rate of
about 1 percent a year in 1700 to 2 percent a yieat760Na remarkable perfor-
mance for a preindustrial society. England in tharly eighteenth century was no
Third World economy.

This foreign trade, as well as the coastal tradedal and foodstuffs, made ship-
ping a formidable business. In the 1740s, for insta, more than two hundred
ships (most of them English) worked the tobaccodraalone. Because of the Nav-
igation Acts, more than four-fifths of all ships liag at British ports were British
owned; and British shipping tonnage more than doatlbetween 1700 and 1770.
London continued to be the largest port by far atagrow in sizeNto more than
700,000 people in 1760, probably a quarter of whearked in the port trades. Lon-
donOs insatiable demand drew in goods from mothteBritish Isles: cattle from
Wales and Scotland, fruits and vegetables from Ti@ames Valley and the West
Country, grains from the Midlands and East Anglimal from Newcastle, and iron
from Sussex, the western Midlands, and eastern ¥alee new trades also stimu-
lated the expansion of other cities, Liverpool, &0ol, and Glasgow in particular.
Liverpool, the center of the slave trade, grew frahout five thousand people in
1700 to thirty thousand in 1750. Thus, Londonébsre of EnglandOs expanding
trade declined as provincial wealth grew.

London was the hub of an internal market that inqmorated most of the
regions of England, as well as parts of Ireland,|&aand Scotland. This market
was to be a key force in integrating the economaéghe British Isles. The degree
of commercialization in England and the average HisgmanOs love of cash and
profits must not be underestimated. This was trué landowners and farmers as
well as townsmen. The sinews of EnglandOs marketossy were becoming
tougher. LondonOs financial institutions grew izsiand number: in addition to the
Bank of England, the East India Company (1709) dahd South Sea Company
(1711) were chartered in part to finance the natalrdebt. A craze for joint-stock
companies and speculation in their stock soared iud720, when the South Sea
CompanyOs inflated stock collapsed. Thereaftes, sawerely restricted joint-stock
company foundation, but the commercial sector fouitd own ways of raising cap-
ital and facilitating transactions, as private mdrants and attorneys in growing
numbers performed banking functions. The notorioyspoor roads began to be
improved by means of private turnpike trusts thaménced their construction and
maintenance by tolls. Water transportNslower but eper than road haulageN
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improved as well, again by private efforts that addo the mileage of navigable
rivers and began in the 1750s to construct a systefhtanals.

To get a sense of commercial development in thetfiralf of the century, one
can look at the example of Abraham Dent, who rageaeral store in the small town
of Kirkby Stephen in Westmorland. In the 1750s ahd60s, Dent sold a remarkable
variety of items to customers from the town and nmbw villages; tea, sugar, wine,
beer, cider, barley, soap, candles, tobacco, lemeimegar, silk, cottons, woolens,
needles, pins, books, magazines, paper, ink, agdeat many other goods as well.
Eggs, butter, and cheese he left to the village keds. His supplies came from a
surprisingly wide area, including Halifax, LeedsydaManchester in the North,
Newcastle in the Northeast, Coventry in the Midlaénd Norwich and London in
the East. He financed his operation in a sophistezh wayNby handling bills of
exchange and by extending credit to his customensl aeceiving it from his sup-
pliers. He bought stockings knitted locally for rail to his customers and soon was
having thousands made on order. Increasingly, thée, became a small capitalist,
ordering goods made to sell to large-scale buyersjally wholesalers in London.
Almost inevitably, as he dealt in more complex firéal transactions, Dent became
a banker.

Not all shopkeepers were as successful as Abraham, Dut his case illus-
trates the integration of the market economy andettonnections between com-
merce and industry. Most manufacturing continued tee done by the OdomesticO
or Oputting outO system. By this system, manufanturemained decentralized,
located in the cottages of hundreds of villages amadall towns and devoted to pro-
cessing native raw materials like wool and iron. Adividual capitalist, often a
merchant like Abraham Dent, bought raw materialscarupplied them to the vil-
lage craftspersons, paying each a piece-rate fardri her work in finishing the
product; then the capitalist collected and sold tipeoduct himself. Such was the
mode of production in woolens, the metal trades,iln@aking, watchmaking,
leather goods, and many others. This system wagreat advantage to the capital-
ist, whose investment was limited to the raw mats. Little initial investment was
required. Further, when demand declined, the sugplreduced production simply
by laying off workers: none of his own machinesools stood idle. Finally, the sys-
tem left problems of labor relations and work diptine to the laborers themselves.

The domestic system provided no golden age for its laborers. True, the nail-
ers, weavers, and other craftsmen and craftswomen worked in their own cottages,
alongside their families, and usually on machines they had purchased themselves.
In many instances, there was a strong pride in independence that was later to be
remembered with powerful longing. Many, however, went into debt to buy their
looms or other tools and in effect had nothing to sell but their labor itself. In any
case, while many farm families supplemented their incomes by doing one of the
steps in the production process, other families found that poor soil in their local-
ity or the increasing demand for textiles drew them, and their whole villages, into
full-time spinning or weaving. In such areas, like the Northwest or the Pennines,
the laborers left their work to help in the fieldsnly at harvest time. The domestic
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workers were able to control the rhythm of labor themselvesNtypically slow early
in the week and rapid toward the endNbut they worked very long hours and were
subject to abrupt layoffs as the market demanded. Many habitually were indebted
to the master; if so, the domestic worker may have been an artisan but he had
to struggle to maintain his independence. Most domestic workers depended as
heavily on the merchant capitalist as the tenant or farm laborer depended on the
landlord.

CUSTOM VERSUS CONTRACT

The commercial sector and the commercial spirit veeprincipal factors mak-
ing the eighteenth century in England an age of doasts. They were like fast-
running streams relentlessly eroding the massivdlsiof traditional England. In
traditional English society, the hierarchical sodiatructure, the face-to-face rela-
tions, the ideal of paternalism, and the power ofstom combined to make a world
very different from our own. The impersonal, hurde bureaucratic, and competi-
tive qualities of modern life were much less impartt then. Everyone except the
very poorest had a place in the social system, wgitivileges and duties attached.
Face-to-face relations meant that people lived theies amid known, if not loved,
faces. Paternalism may have been abused, but &sng were not easily ignored,
and it provided that members of the elite felt arpenal responsibility for those
within their circle of clients. Custom was stultifgg for the ambitious man, as it
was for many women, but it taught rich and poorpldlord and tenant, farmer and
laborer, journeyman and apprentice what their rightand responsibilities were.

During the eighteenth century, however, all theseatures of an earlier way of
life were slowly being altered by commercial atiitess: the Ocash nexusO or the rela-
tions of OcontractO conflicted with custom in coless ways and in a myriad of
localities. The commercialization of English lifeas not uniform in its effects in
every place or in every set of relationships, n@sats work complete by the end of
the century. Nevertheless, the desire for profittafor maximizing the return from
every parcel of property unceasingly worked to sthie basis of relationships from
customary arrangements to contractual bargains. $khift was as true for the agri-
cultural world as for the commercial. Landlords enjed luxurious consumption
and the requisite making of money just as much &g tmerchant or banker. Every-
one among the propertied elite maneuvered to impeosr consolidate his or her
position on the status ladder. Given the power loétandlords and rich merchants,
the customary rights of the poor came under constgessureNa tenancy taken
from the customary family and rented to the highekidder; or rights of foraging
on the wastes denied by new landowners; or custgnmaices for an artisanOs work
rejected in favor of a market price.

The inner social history of eighteenth-century Eragid can be written in terms
of this sporadic but often desperate struggle. Gn@mple, eloquently described by
the historian E. P. Thompson, will have to suffitén about 1720, in the Windsor

*E. P. ThompsonWhigs and Hunter§New York; Pantheon, 1975).
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Forest area on the border of Hampshire and Berkehia continuing conflict of
such ferocity occurred that a stringent law calléte Waltham Black Act was passed
in 1723. This act added about fifty items to theegldy long list of capital crimes on
the books, including such offenses as deer poachgaing about the forest at night
with face blacked for disguise, and breaking thengeof landlordsO fish ponds. The
origins of the conflict that occasioned the act lay the desire of new landlords in
the area to exploit the economic opportunities dfet forest more efficiently; in the
enthusiasm of the Oforest bureaucracyO (rangergjantekeepers) to carry out the
landlordsO will; and in the efforts of the smallrass, tenants, and laborers of
the forest to maintain their traditional means ofusvival in the forest ecology.
Thus, the customary Ouse rightsO of property wisguted. The common people of
the forest could eke out a living only if they calibupplement their earnings from
farm or craft by taking a deer occasionally, fisgiim the streams, collecting Olops
and topsO of felled timber, and cutting turf foreflu None of these customary use
rights squared with either the landlordsO newlyagdished absolute rights of pri-
vate property or their lust for money. Paternalisim this case meant that the land-
lords tried to force the ordinary people to give dipeir customary sense of right.
The landlords naturally had the power of both Partient and king at their dis-
posal, but the Forest people had resources of tlwimNsecrecy, stealth, intimi-
dation, and violence. In the short run, at leashe struggle was a standoff.

It seems clear that the fight in Windsor Forest was exceptionally dramatic.
After all, there was only one Waltham Black Act during the eighteenth century.
Yet this episode also seems representative in thabinted to the main trend in
eighteenth-century social historyNthe shift from arold to a new kind of society,
from one based on custom to one based on contract.
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