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PREFACE

THE following lectures are printed substantially as
they were delivered in the fortnight before Christmas .
1912, as part of the “ general lecture system "’ attached
to the Colonial Institute of Hamburg. They are on
the lines of a brief course which I have been in the
habit of giving for the last few years at the University
of Birmingham.

For the purpose which I have had in view, I hope
the brevity of this book will be regarded as a merit.
I venture to think it may be of some advantage to
those who approach for the first time the subject of
English economic history, to be furnished with a
narrative which gives them a general notion of a great
part of the ground to be covered and of many of
the topics they will have to consider.

EDGBASTON, Apri/ 1914,
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The Economic Organisation

of England

LECTURE 1

The English Agrarian System: the Manor
as Starting ‘Point

IN this course of lectures I propose to direct your
attention mainly, though not exclusively, to the forms
of economic organisation, as illustrated by English
development. Economic history, the history of man’s
economic activity, is the history of the utilisation by
man of his environment, to obtain therefrom subsistence
and the satisfaction of those material wants which are
bound up with subsistence. But his activity in this
direction, from the very dawn of history, has never
been entirely individualistic; never altogether the
operation of absolutely isolated individuals. Some
form of association has always been in existence, it
would appear, since man became man; and this has
involved some sort, however rudimentary, of distri-
bution of functions—some form, in short, of organi-
sation. Economic history is an exceedingly wide
and complex subject, even for one nation for a
few centuries of its career. We cannot hope to deal
I A




Economic Organisation

satisfactorily with it in a short course : much indeed of
it 1s still so imperfectly known to us that we could
hardly hope to deal with it quite satisfactorily, in the
present state of our knowledge, however many lectures
were assigned to it. But by taking for our special
theme the forms of organisation and their changes, we
may find threads which will guide us, at any rate
through that part of the labyrinth which I am going to
ask you to tread.

I shall begin with agricultural conditions ; and this
for two reasons. The first is that, like all the rest of
western Europe, England, until a couple of centuries
ago, was an almost exclusively agricultural country.
One of our tasks will be to show the way in which
England, from being an agricultural country, supplying
itself with food, has become primarily a manufacturing
country, dependent upon importation for its sustenance.
The other reason is that hitherto the agrarian develop-
ment of England has been unique in western Europe.
All over western and central Europe, in the twelfth
and thirteenth centuries, the land was cultivated by
serfs bound to the soil. Outside England, the descend-
ants or representatives of these serfs still remain on the
land, in all but a few districts ; either as ¢ peasant pro-
prietors,” owning the acres they till, or as small tenant
farmers with something closely approaching in practice
to permanence of tenure. In Germany, as a whole,
between two-thirds and three-quarters of the land is
still owned and cultivated by peasants : peasant pro-
perties occupy from two-fifths to two-thirds of the area
even of those provinces east of the Elbe which most

nearly resemble England in the predominance of large
2



English Agrarian System

owners ; while in the south-west of the empire peasant
properties monopolise almost the whole country. In
France large estates are distributed more evenly
over the several provinces; but in that country, also,
quite one-half of the whole land 1s still in the hands of
peasant owners. In England, on the contrary, by far
the larger part of the cultivable area has come to be
owned by comparatively few “landlords.” There are
still, it is true, a very large number of separate owners :
counting urban and rural together, there are said to be
as many as a million in England and Wales. But very
many of their properties are quite small, and make up,
in the aggregate, but an inconsiderable proportion of
the total area. Before the recent “agricultural depres-
sion,” from which the country is now emerging, it was
calculated—and no substantial change in the situation
has, as yet, taken place—that 4,200 persons owned
between them considerably more than half the soil of
England and Wales, and that the owners of the other
half, so far as it was really agricultural land, numbered
no more than 34,000.

We realise even more distinctly the uniqueness of
modern English conditions when we learn that the
peculiarity of England extends beyond the actual
ownership of the soil. It consists in “the three-fold
division of agricultural interests,”’—the fact, that is, that
three classes are usually associated with the cultivation
of the land, and expect to derive an income from it
—landlords, tenant farmers, and agricultural labourers.
The landlord is hardly ever a merely passive receiver of
rent : he provides farm houses, barns and sheds, fencing,
and usually a good deal of drainage. He charges himself

3




Economic Organisation

not only with upkeep, but also, from time to time, with
extensive improvements ; and though there are doubt-
less impoverished landlords here and there who do
very little, the average expenditure for these purposes
on what is called a well-managed estate commonly
amounts to a quarter or even more of the gross rent.
The owner lets the bulk of his land in comparatively
large holdings—i150 or 200 acres being perhaps the
more usual size in the centre of the country—receiving
a rent determined in the main by competition. The
tenant farmer provides his own stock and implements
and working capital, and, compared with most of the
peasant cultivators abroad, is something of a ¢ capitalist;”
and he employs agricultural labourers, who may indeed
rent cottages on easy terms, and have the use of gardens
or allotments, but nevertheless depend chiefly on their
wages. Each of these classes may be paralleled from
one or other province of France, Germany, or Italy,
In some districts there are great landlords ; but then
they usually, as in eastern Germany, cultivate the
greater part of their estates themselves, personally or
through bailiffs ; or, as commonly in Italy and in cer-
tain departments of France, they let them out in small
holdings to peasant cultivators, who employ little
labour outside their own families. These peasant
tenants are very frequently what are known as
métayers, paying, in lieu of a money rent, some frac-
tion, ordinarily one-half, of the annual produce.
There are districts again, as in the north of France,
where tenants may be found, superficially not unlike
English farmers in their position : but they usually
have a smaller command of capital ; they obtain less

4



English Agrarian System

from their landlords in the way of repairs and capital
expenditure ; and their landlords are frequently towns-
men, who are altogether urban in their outlook and
chief interests. And, finally, in most districts abroad
there are agricultural labourers ; but most of them are
engaged by employers who are themselves, whether on
a large or a small scale, the proprietors of the land on
which they work. Hardly anywhere on the Continent
can one find on the same land all three classes, each
participating, as in England, in the task of production.
And to discover when, and, if it may be, why, Eng-
land diverged in this important respect from the rest
of Europe furnishes one of the main interests of
English economic history, and a reason for beginning
with the agricultural side of 1it.

The characteristic figure for the last couple of cen-
turies, if not longer, has been “the squire” of the
village. There are signs, as an eminent English
statesman has recently remarked, that the squire is
now beginning to pass away. But certainly he has
for a long time been firmly rooted in English soil.
And for what the squire has meant let us turn to the
following description by Lord Eversley of “the ideal
of the English land system ’—the ideal, that is to say,
in the eyes of the land-owning gentry.

Writing some twenty years ago—and since then
things have altered but little—he tells us :—‘ The
ideal of the English land system . . . is that of a large
estate where the whole of one and often of several
adjoining parishes is included in 1t; where there is
no other landowner within the ring fence ; where the
village itself belongs to the same owner as the agri-
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Economic Organisation

cultural land ; where all the people of the district—
tarmers, tradesmen, labourers—are dependent, directly
or indirectly, on the one landowner, the farmers holding
their land from him, generally on a yearly tenancy, the
labourers hiring their cottages weekly or yearly either
from the landowner or from the farmers ; and where
the village tradespeople are also dependent largely for
their custom on the squire of the district, and hold
their houses from him. It is believed that this ideal
has practically been attained in more than half the
rural parishes of England and Wales, in the sense
that all the land and houses within them substantially
belong in each to a single owner. In a very large
number of cases a single landowner possesses the
whole of several adjoining parishes or of several
parishes in different parts of the country.”

It is not my present business to endeavour to sum
up the relative merits and demerits of such an agrarian
system from the social point of view. It is sufficient
to say that, before it encountered the competition of
the virgin soil of the new world, it was associated with
methods of agriculture which competent foreign ob-
servers held up as models to be imitated by their own
countries. There can be no doubt whatever that it
did actually promote production. “English agricul-
ture, taken as a whole,” wrote the highest French
authority in 1854, ‘“is, at this day, the first in the
world ; and 1t is in the way of realising further pro-
gress.” In spite of an inferior soil and climate, the
gross produce, he reckoned, per acre was at least twice
as great in England as in France. The chief German

authority has been equally emphatic. ‘England, the
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English Agrarian System

country most evidently characterised by large landed
estates, was,” he tells us, “ justly regarded from the
end of the eighteenth to the middle of the nineteenth
century, as the High School of agriculture.”” Moreover,
though it is hardly possible to deny the advantages
which a country derives from the presence of 2
peasant proprietary, it is easy to paint the material
position of such a class in modern Europe in colours
somewhat too rosy. The drawbacks may be easily
discerned in what is still the best general account
of their position, the two eulogistic chapters in the
Political Economy of John Stuart Mill. What we have
now to do, however, is simply to trace the origin and
development of the modern English system. The
basis on which it was built was feudal : it grew out
of the manorial system, which was a fundamental
part of European feudalism in the period when
feudalism reached its highest development. In a
sense it is a survival of feudalism; and England,
though it plumes itself on the absence of a noble caste,
may be not inaptly described as more feudal to-day
than France or Germany. But France and Germany
also had their manorial system in the Middle Ages.
The remarkable fact is that squiredom in England,
though it rested on the feudal basis of the manor,
was built up to its modern completeness very largely
.5 the result of forces which we commonly regard as
non-feudal, viz. Commerce and the Reformation and
Parliamentary Government. How this happened we
shall have to see later. We must now look at the
foundation, the manorial system itself.

For this purpose I shall not go further back than
7




Economic Organisation

the thirteenth century. It is quite certain that by that
time, whatever may have been the case before, the
whole of agricultural England was divided into areas
known as “manors,” though these were of very un-
equal size: and over the larger part of England,
especially the Midlands and the South, there was a
remarkable similarity in their constitution, so that, in
reference to these districts at any rate, we are justified
in speaking of a “typical” or “normal” manor. The
typical manor consisted of a village, with the lands
surrounding it which the villagers cultivated. Every
manor had a lord, either a lay lord or an ecclesiastical
corporation, though sometimes a manor was divided
between two or more lords. And the manor was the
unit of land management. A magnate might possess
scores of manors in various parts of the country ; two
of the kinsmen of William the Conqueror, for instance,
were given more than four hundred manors, and one
almost double that number. But all such great estates
were thought of as still made up of a number of sepa-
rate manors, each with its own internal arrangements
and its own separate system of associated husbandry,
There were, it is true, certain large complexes of
property, known as “baronies” and “honours.”
These would be under the supervision of “seneschals **
or “stewards,” who made periodical circuits to see
that the local estate officials were doing their duty,
In some cases the several manors sent each year pre-
scribed quantities of provisions to the monastery or
to the “head manor”’ where their lord, whether cor-
porate or individual, resided. But all this left un-

touched the internal working of each several manor,
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The Manor

which continued complete and self-contained within
itself.

The position of affairs, so far as landlordship was
concerned, seems at once intelligible to the modern
Englishman, because the medizval lord of the manor
i1s evidently represented by the modern squire of
the village. Many great landlords of to-day own,
each of them, all the land of several parishes,
which are often widely separated : while in many
villages the position of squire is occupied by the
Ecclesiastical Commissioners, by the colleges of
Oxford and Cambridge, and by the great hospitals,
just as that of lord of the manor was held in
the thirteenth century by cathedral or monastic
foundations. But there are two great differences
between the medieval and the modern state of
affairs—one external, and relating to the theory of
landholding ; the other internal, and relating to the
methods of husbandry.

To take the external first. To-day we apply the
term “tenants” only to those who have hired land of
a landlord ; and whatever may still be the theory
of English law, we do, in fact, regard landlords as
absolute owners of their land and as tenants of no
man. But in the Middle Ages the lords of manors
themselves were “tenants.” As the Latin original of
‘““tenants’’ implies, they were ‘“holders” of land from
a superior. All land was held ultimately of the king,
except of course the king’'s own estates ; but the con-
nection was not necessarily an immediate one. It has
been calculated that, at the time of the Domesday
Survey (1086), there were about
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of land who were sub-tenants, holding of some lord
intermediate between themselves and the king ; while
there were only about fourteen hundred persons
holding directly of the king—or, as they were called,
““tenants in chief” ; many of them, no doubt, great
lords, lay or ecclesiastical, but many, also, holders of
but one or two manors. Someéwhere about one-fifth
of the land of the country was then retained in the
hands of the crown ; rather more, perhaps three-tenths,
was held by ecclesiastics and ecclesiastical bodies ;
and the other half was divided between lay lords.
Little change in these proportions would seem to have
taken place during the Middle Ages. And all the
lay holders of manors, at any rate—not to com-
plicate the subject by considering the ecclesiastical
owners—held their manors on condition of per-
forming certain services to their lord, whether the
king or some intermediate superior, and of submitting
to certain conditions incidental to their tenure. The
service due was mainly military service ; so that they
were said to be ‘“tenants in chivalry” ; and the chief
other “incidents” of this tenure were submission to
the lord’s rights of wardship over an heir while under
age, and of providing for an heiress in marriage—
rights which were originally of considerable pecuniary
value. The theory of “tenure” was a fundamental
part of medieval feudalism ; but it has since ceased
to have any real meaning. Military service, as a con-
dition of landlordship, passed away completely in the
seventeenth century, when a paid army came into exist-
ence ; it had long been a mere shadow of its former

self. And the other incidents of tenure in chivalry
10



The Manor

were abolished by the parliaments of the Common-
wealth and Charles the Second, and the loss to the royal
revenue compensated for by “the hereditary excise.”

The lord of the manor, in the course of his transfor-
mation into the squire of the village, has thus been
freed from his dependence upon a superior lord. We
have now to follow what has happened within the
manor itself ; and for that purpose SOme further de-
scription 1s necessary of its internal constitution 1in
the thirteenth century.

The usual manor of the Midlands and South of
England consisted of a village, or “town,” with several
hundreds of acres of arable land surrounding it. In
this village lived all the cultivators of the soil : the
- olated farm-house we are now accustomed to is a
comparatively late innovation. Beyond the arable
fields lay considerable stretches of pasture and waste,
and of woodland where the swine foraged for food : if
there were a stream near by, there would also be a
tract of permanent meadow. It was an organisation
primarily for tillage—for arable husbandry ; pastoral
occupations were for a long time altogether secondary
and subsidiary ; and the use of meadow and pasture
and waste was regarded as ‘appurtenant " to the use
of the arable fields. There have been certain geo-
graphers in recent years who have thought that, over a
large part of the area of England, tillage was physically
a mistake ; and that the laying down of cornfields to
pasture, which took place so widely in Tudor times
and again in recent years, was but a belated concession
to a damp climate. Whether this be so or no, the

manorial system, in the complete form which 1s here
I1
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being described, was never thoroughly at home in the
western side of England, where pasture farming was
dictated by soil and rainfall. This, and not any
Celtic origin of its inhabitants, is probably the reason
for the absence, over a large part of the western
counties, of the compact and substantial village with
its wide arable fields—the so-called nucleated ” village
—and the presence, in its place, of tiny hamlets and
scattered homesteads.

To return, however, to the normal manor. It had
three remarkable characteristics, One was the divi-
sion of the whole arable area into two portions—
that part (perhaps a third or half of the whole) which
was kept in the hands of the lord and cultivated under
his direction, or that of a bailiff or reeve representing
him, for his direct and exclusive benefit ; and the rest
of the land, which was in the hands of tenants, The
former part was universally known as the “ demesne” ;
the latter was known by various names, of which
“land in villeinage” was the most common. The
term “ demesne " survives in a somewhat similar sense
in Ireland ; and we have no di ficulty in thinking of
it as similar to the modern “ home farm,” which a
landlord keeps in his own possession and manages
himself or through a bailiff ; though the demesne
constituted as a rule a far larger portion of the manor
than the home farm does of a modern “ estate.”

But now we come to a second and more significant
characteristic : the fact that the labour necessary for the
demesne was provided by the tenants of the rest of
the manor. Besides extra services, commonly known

as ““boondays,” at harvest time and other seasons of
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exceptional pressure, and also a good deal of com-
pulsory carting, the main body of the tenants—those
known as ““villagers” par excellence (for that is what
“villeins ’ seems originally to have meant)—were
bound to work (or provide a substitute) on two or
three days a week all the year round on the lord’s
demesne. This was the so-called “ week work” ; and
it will be at once realised what an immensely impor-
tant factor such an obligation must have been in the
whole of rural life. The services can, if we like, be
described as the “rent” paid to the lord for the use
of the land ; or the use of the land can be described
as the “wages” paid by the lord for the villein’s
services: in truth, neither “rent” nor “ wages” are
appropriate to the circumstances, since, among other
reasons, the arrangement rested much more on custom
and status than on competition and contract. It
should be added, for completeness’ sake, that the
tenants were often bound to make certain small
periodical payments in kind, such as poultry or eggs :
but, by the side of the labour dues, obligations such as
these were quite inconsiderable.

The third characteristic is even more remote from
anything with which we are now familiar. It was
that the holdings of the villeins were made up, not
of compact “ fields,” each several acres in extent, such
as we are now accustomed to, but of a number of acre
or half-acre strips, scattered over the whole of the
tilled area. This tilled area was divided into two,
three, or four—most commonly three—great expanses,
known in later times as “open” fields, because over
the whole of each there was no hedge or ditch or wall

13
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or fence to obstruct the view, and the strips were only
separated by low “balks” of unploughed turf. The
division into two, three, or four “fields ” was for the
purpose of a systematic fallowing,—one half, third, or
tourth, as the case might be, being left untilled each
year,—and to permit of a rude rotation of crops. On
the three-field plan, which was by far the most usual
in the thirteenth and subsequent centuries in England,
one of the fields would be sown in the autumn with
rye or wheat (the bread crop), one in the spring with
barley (the drink crop), or with oats or beans or peas
for the cattle ; while the third was left fallow. The
rotation in each manor was absolutely compulsory on
all sharers in the open field. In Germany, where the
open field is still widely prevalent, there is a convenient
technical term, Feldzwang, “field compulsion.” In
medieval England there was no similar term, doubt-
less because the rule was so much a matter of course
that it did not need to be named.

And in each manor there was, at this time, a usual
or characteristic size of villein’s holding, known by
various significant names, such as ‘““husbandland,”
“living,” and the like, but most commonly, from the
measuring rod or yard (virga), as a “yardland " or, in
Latin, as a “virgate.” Its size varied from place to
place very considerably ; but certainly by far the most
usual size was thirty (scattered) acres : in a three-field
village the ‘“full villein” would have approximately
ten acres 1n each field, no two being contiguous. The
““acre” was seldom of precisely the extent of the
modern statute acre, but varied according to local
custom, the nature of the soil, and the lie of the land,

14
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Originally an “acre”—as its German equivalent Mor-
gen still implies—must have been the area which could
be ploughed with the implement and team of the time
in one day, or rather in a long morning ; in the after-
“oon the oxen which drew the ploughs would be driven
to the pasture. Butin England, as over a large part of
western Europe, its shape came somehow to be fixed,
at an early date, as that of a narrow rectangle, ten times
as long as it was broad. The length was the length of
a furrow, hence known as “a furlong” ; and this was
commonly forty times the measuring rod or pole. But
for a long time there was great variety in the length of
the local measuring rod ; and it was only slowly that 1t
came to be generally fixed at 53 times the small “cloth-
yard.” The breadth of the rectangle was four times the
local measuring rod. Inasmuch as a strip forty rods
long and one rod wide made up “a rood” (locally
known very generally as “a land”), the acre may be
described as four roods lying side by side. Yet we
may fairly suppose that in stiff soils less ploughing
would be got through in a morning than where the
soil was lighter.

There is a further fact to be borne in mind. The
great open fields, as we know them in mediaeval and
modern times, were broken up into a number of lesser
units, each consisting of a group or, SO to speak, a
bundle, of acre or half-acre strips, all lying the same
way and parallel to one another. These stretches of
land were known as shols, flats, or still more commonly
as furlongs, doubtless because they were a furrow-
length in width, It may be that the expanse known
as “a field” was consciously divided, at some time or

13
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other, into these separate stretches (which were then
further partitioned into parallel acre strips), in order
to obtain as many such strips as possible by fitting
them into the shape of the field. Or, as some con-
jecture, the furlong (in this sense), composed of a
number of strips all lying the same way, may repre-
sent the piece of land freshly brought under cultiva-
tion, at some particular time, in a single (joint)
undertaking ; and thus the later great “fields” may be
merely the result of the bringing into cultivation, one
after the other, of several pieces of the waste lying in
the same direction. But, whatever the origin of the
arrangement may have been, it must have been much
easier to make most of the acres of a uniform, com-
paratively narrow, width, than of a uniform, compara-
tively long, length. Accordingly it is in length rather
than in width that the customary or nominal acres
differed, by excess or defect, from the normal size,
But whatever in each manor may have been called an
acre, 1t was, as I have said, thirty of these acres that
went, as a rule, to the yardland. With the holding of
the whole or a fraction of a yardland went appur-
tenant and proportional rights of user in the common
pasture and meadow. Where, as was commonly the
case, the meadow was limited in area, the hay harvest
was frequently apportioned among the tenants by lot
or rotation ; and similarly pasture rights, if “stinted”
at all, depended on the size of the arable holding.

It should be added that the demesne itself was not
apart from the common or open fields. It also was
composed, more or less completely, of acre and half-
acre strips, lying in the open fields, intermingled with

16
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the strips of the villeins, The gradual withdrawal of
the demesne from the communal system and its con-
solidation in compact closes near the manor-house was
one of those silent developments of the later centuries
of the Middle Ages of which we know very little.

In order not to complicate the exposition, no men-
tion has hitherto been made of the other classes that
undoubtedly existed outside the villein-group. There
were a certain number of “free-holders” and also of
‘“socmen,” who were tenants of the manor, but on
conditions which were regarded as more “free’’ than
those of villeins. There were also in some districts a

> dwindling number of persons who, whether called
O~ “slaves” or not, occupied an extremely servile posi-
O™ tion. The relations of these classes to the villagers
~~ proper or villeins is an exceedingly obscure subject ;
7 but it is pretty clear that, over a large part of the
country, they were comparatively subordinate appen-
dages to the manorial machinery. There was, how-
ever, a more important class, that of “cottars.” These
were perhaps as numerous as the villeins; and the
compendious classification by Burns of the rural
population of the Scotch lowlands, “the laird, the
tenant, and the cottar,” would have applied equally
well to medizval England. The cottars held, as a
rule, but two or three acres of land—at most five
and probably many of them worked, for a large part
of their time, for the more prosperous villeins, His-
to.rically, the class is of great interest; for it was cer-
tainly one of the chief sources from which has been
derived the modern class of “agricultural labourers.”
But evidently the centre of the whole system was the
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group of virgate-holders, or “yardlings” ; and it is
upon these that we are bound to concentrate our
attention,

The status of the “yardling” and of the cottar be-
neath him is described with sufficient accuracy by the
modern term “serfdom.” The whole organisation of
agriculture, that is to say the organisation of by far the
larger part of the economic activity of the time, was,
we may fairly say, based upon “serfdom.” The word
‘“serf” 1s, of course, a mere Englishing of the Latin
word for slave, viz. servus. But “serfdom” means
something very different from ‘“slavery” to a modern
ear, and quite properly. We mean by it a condition
of dependence, in which the dependant was bound to
the soil and subject to onerous burdens, but in which,
whether technically “free” or not, he enjoyed an inde-
pendent home life, and could not be sold away from
his family and his holding ; and in which, also, he
possessed rights of property, at least in such movable
wealth as he might acquire by his labour. This descrip-
tion is sufficiently applicable to the English peasant of
the Middle Ages: even though we find 1t impossible
to extract from contemporary lawyers, in any of the
medizeval centuries, a definition of his status, in terms
of freedom or unfreedom, which quite fits into the
actual conditions of life. Understood as I have ex-
plained it, serfdom evidently occupies an intermediate
position between slavery and freedom. All sweeping
historical generalisations need large qualifications and
exceptions to make them exactly accurate : historical
evolution never moves quite regularly in any one

direction : there are ups anéi downs, advances and re-
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trogressions. But, in a broad and general way, we may
say that in the ancient classical world economic society
rested on slavery. Slavery, we may recall, is taken for
granted by Aristotle as a necessary constituent of a civil-
ised community. And the modern world rests, for-
mally at any rate and in theory, on individual liberty
and freedom of contract. So that mediaval serfdom
we may regard as representing, on the whole, an ad-
vance in social development.

But when we seek to go behind this generalisation,
and to discover how, precisely, mediaval serfdom came
into existence, we find ourselves at once in the midst
of controversy. I began with the thirteenth century,
because the abundant evidence from that period leaves
us in little doubt as to the broad features of willeinage
and of the manor as then constituted. And from that
secure starting point, we can follow the subsequent
development without troubling ourselves, unless we
wish, with the question of origins. But I cannot leave
so tremendous a problem without at least a few sen-
tences of comment. I say ‘tremendous,” because it
is one that vitally concerns the whole of western and
central Europe ; and it has busily engaged continental
historians, and especially German historians, as much as
or even more than English. The distinction between
the demesne and the rest of the “ manor,” * seigneurie,”
or “Rittergut” ; the existence of a normal peasant
holding, very commonly of some thirty acres; the week
work of two or three days all through the year; the
compulsory rotation of crops and fallow,—these were
as universal and as uniform over the whole of western
and central Europe as the theory of feudal tenure, or
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the ideas of chivalry, or the constitution of the church :
in eastern Germany they survived into the nineteenth
century.

When serious attention was first turned to this
subject, some sixty vears ago, the creation of the
manor and of its continental parallels was explained
as due to the depression of village groups of freemen.
One widely prevalent view made these supposed origi-
nal freemen the corporate proprietors, as a body, of the
land which they tilled, and regarded the later lord of
the manor as taking the place of a preceding communal
ownership. This was the form of the ¢ primitive
free man” view which was known as the “mark” or
free village community theory ; mark being a German
term interpreted as the area owned by the group. But
against this view it was urged that over large parts of
Gaul the later seigneuries apparently grew, without
any break of continuity, out of those estates of large
proprietors, cultivated by semi-servile tenants, which
we know to have existed in the later centuries of the
Roman rule ; and it might therefore be conjectured
that its origin was directly, or indirectly by imitation,
the same elsewhere. As such an estate was commonly
called a villa, this may be briefly labelled “the villa
theory.” It was next pointed out that neither the
Teutonic invaders of the Roman Empire, nor the
Celtic peoples whom the Romans found in possession,
and who may have survived, in greater or less pro-
portion, after the Teutonic immigration, consisted
entirely of free men : there were probably at least as
many slaves as freemen among them. There are

accordingly, for what is now England and France and
20
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western Germany, at least four possible groups of
factors to be considered : (1) social conditions among
the Celtic inhabitants, before and during the Roman
rule ; (2) social conditions in the completely Romanised
districts ; (3) social conditions among the Teutonic
immigrants ; and (4) the forces at work within the new
kingdoms of the west, between the period of the
Barbarian invasions and the time when our evidence
unmistakably shows us full-grown serfdom and mano-
rialism. It is probably true to say that no historical
scholar of to-day holds either the “mark”’ view or the
“villa” view in an exclusive form. There is likely
now to be pretty general agreement in the proposition
that the Teutonic (including the Danish) invasions led
to the settlement, over large parts of what is now
England, of a considerable number of “common
freemen,” who settled down singly or in small groups
to cultivate the land. On the other hand, it is tending
to be recognised that the Roman agrarian system, the
“villa” with its slaves or peasants bound to the soil,
Is not likely to have altogether disappeared in Gaul,
and that it may even have survived in parts of Britain.
In the process of manorialisation, which was a long
one and occupied centuries, the example of the Roman
serf-group may conceivably have had a large influence
even in the districts which started, in the main, with
a quite free population. We are, however, still a long
way oft the final and satisfactory adjustment, in an
intelligible and convincing statement, of all the various
elements which are clearly involved in the problem.
These elements may be summed up under two heads

—communal and seigneurial. The communal features
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of manorial life were all bound up with the system of
intermixed holdings in the open fields : for that inter-
mixture itself involved or led to a large amount of co-
operation and common action. Because the holdings
were intermixed, the several cultivators had to observe a
common rotation of crops. For the same reason, and
because of the absence of hedges or fences between the
strips, the several tenants had to submit to the exercise
by their fellows of certain “rights of common.” The
cattle of all the tenants must be turned out to graze
freely over the stubble, as well as over the one great
field whose turn it was to lie fallow that particular
year. The common pasture or waste remained un-
divided, because for centuries it was 100 extensive to
make it worth while to cut it up ; and it was natural
that men who were accustomed to act together in the
cultivation of their acres should employ in common
a village herdsman, shepherd, and swineherd. We
may conjecture that the intermixture of holdings was
originally designed to bring about a fair distribution
of the land among all the occupiers, and to give each
tenant his fair proportion of good and bad soil. And
this purpose we may fairly suppose to have been very
distinctly present to men’s minds at a time when it
was practically impossible to improve poor land. In
the absence of artificial grasses there was little hay,
.nd what there was was not supplemented by “ roots.”
Accordingly there were few cattle, and these exceed-
ingly puny ; so that there was little manure available as
fertiliser. We may conjecture further that the stripwise
arrangement was the outcome, at some early period,

of a system of co-operative ploughing ; acre strips
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being naturally allotted to one member of the group
after another because an acre was the extent of a day’s
ploughing. Evidence derived from Wales of a con-
dition of things probably prior in development to the
manor indicates that each of the villeins came to hold
the same number of these scattered acres because each
alike contributed a yoke of oxen to the eight-ox team.
But why the acres should be of that shape ; why thirty
acres should be the common amount of holding ; why
the arable fields should so commonly be three—all
these points are still obscure. How far they were due
to free choice or imitation, going back to pre-
manorial or “tribal” times, how much to coercion
or pressure of some kind from above, has yet to be
determined.

The seigneurial elements, on the other hand, were
those specially bound up with the position of the lord
of the manor : his authority over the land and those
upon it : in particular the large share he possessed,
under the name of demesne, of the tilled land (whether
in separate closes or intermixed with the strips of his
tenants), and his recognised right to exact labour
services from his tenants as the necessary means of
getting his demesne cultivated. It was in order to
preserve undiminished the labour force upon the manor
and tie it to the soil, that restrictions were put upon
the personal freedom of the wvilleins; and :t was in
maintaining the due succession of able-bodied tenants
and compelling them to render their accustomed
services that that important part of the system which
can only be barely alluded to here, the manorial court,
found its most constant occupation.
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It is clear that an open-field husbandry could have
existed without any such division of the use of the
land between lord and tenants as is found in the
manor ; and, on the other hand, that lords could have
exercised a large authority, could indeed have exacted
labour rents, even had there been no open-field system.
This analysis of the manorial organisation may perhaps
indicate the directions in- which we shall have to look
for a solution of the problem of its origin. In any case,
it will be a help in following the history of its decline.

24



LECTURE II

The Stages of Industrial Evolution : the Gild
as Starting Point

As, in tracing the history of the agricultural side of
English life, I began with the thirteenth century in order
to avoid controversy, so with the same object I shall
begin an account of the manufacturing or industrial
side with the fourteenth century. Long before that
time a number of towns had firmly established them-
selves ; and in those towns trade and manufacture
were carried on to an extent considerable in 1itself,
though still quite small in comparison with agricultural
employment. And, towards the end of that century,
the men who carried on the several industries were
organised, in every town, in what it has become usual
to speak of as ‘the gild system.” Starting as late as
this, I am compelled to omit much that i1s of extreme
interest. The gild system, as I have already stated,
was characteristic of industry in the towns ; and in-
deed, with the exception of the arts of the village miller
and the village blacksmith, and here and there a little
mining and quarrying, all economic activity that was
not directly agricultural was now, and for some time
to come, centred in the towns. We ought, therefore,
did time allow us, to deal with the tangled problem of
the origin of the towns and of their constitution. The
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growth of the towns means the appearance of non-
feudal and non-agricultural forces in society ; the rise
of a non-servile middle class ; the appearance of ideas
of contract as opposed to custom, and of payment in
money as contrasted with payment in kind or in service.
And developments like these had a significance not
limited to the towns; they exercised, as we shall see
later, a slow but profoundly disintegrating influence
on the feudal society of the “ open country " around.
One would like, therefore, to point out the origin of
many of our English towns in the needs of defence;
the county town being the central fortress and garrison
for the surrounding shire or county. The whole of
the Midlands must, at some time or other, have been
artificially cut up into sections—for shire,” like
“section,” means simply a piece shorn or cut offi—
and in the midst of each section was planted a strong-
hold. Other towns sprang up owing to the presence
of the king’s court, or the needs of a great cathedral or
monastic establishment, or the great fairs at places of
religious pilgrimage. I could like to enter into the
question of the origin of the municipal constitution,
whether in the manorial organisation or in market
privileges, whether unconscious or conscious, gradual
or rapid ; and to consider how it was that the body
of burgesses were able to acquire certain rights of
self-government, and to establish their own municipal
tribunals. And after insisting on specifically munici-
pal characteristics, I should have to comment on the
surprisingly agricultural character, after all, of many of
the smaller towns down to a comparatively late period ;
so that the burgesses often continued to be almost as
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much interested in open fields and rights of common
as ordinary villagers.

All this, however, I have now to pass OVer. I can
only just touch upon one development which was
especially bound up with town life, and that is the
beginnings of commerce as distinguished from manu-
facture. Earlier by a generation or more than the
appearance of any numerous body of English craits-
men, a good deal of trading had sprung up in such
native products as wool and woolfels, or in luxuries,
such as fine cloth or silks or spices or wine imported
from abroad. In every town the men who engaged
in such trade were organised, as early as the twelfth
and thirteenth centuries, in what were known as ‘““ mer-
chant gilds.” The one exception, curiously enough,
was London. A document has indeed recently come
to light which implies that in the capital also there was
once a gild merchant. Yet the phrase here used 1s
probably only the repetition of a current formula ; and
we have no other trace of the existence of such a body.
But this was probably only because its objects were
obtained there in other ways. The merchant gilds
doubtless contributed largely to the formation of the
medizeval municipal government ; a trace of this influ-
ence remains in the common designation of the town
hall in our older boroughs as the “guildhall.” And
the organisation of the merchant gilds probably served
as a model for the earlier craft gilds. But the exact
nature of the relations between the merchant gild and
the craft gilds is still a subject of controversy ; and 1
am reluctantly obliged to content myself with a bare
allusion to a large and fascinating field of inquiry.
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Craft “gild” and ‘“gild system” have become the
common modern terms for the industrial organisa-
tion of the later Middle Ages; and they are satisfac-
tory enough if we understand just what they stand for,
and realise that, in the sense in which we now use
them, they are modern and not contemporary expres-
sions. By the end of the fourteenth, or early in the
fhifteenth century, every occupation involving even a
slight degree of skill gave rise to a systematic grouping
of the men engaged in it; and a corporate organisa-
tion grew up, substantially similar in its main features
in every industry and every town, which played a large
part in the life of the time and was destined to exert
a real influence for centuries later. But in the four-
teenth and fifteenth centuries these groups were
commonly known as “crafts,”” or, by a word of
Angle-French origin which had originally nothing
“mysterious” about it, as ‘“misteries” (French :
métiers), which had precisely the same meaning. The
“craft” or “mistery”’ of “cappers,” or makers of caps,
for instance, in fourteenth century speech, meant not
only the skill of the cappers, but also and more im-
mediately the group of cappers themselves, looked
upon as a body possessing certain common rights
and responsibilities, and capable of acting together.

As the fifteenth century went on, these bodies came
more and more to be designated by the term that
has clung to them ever since in London, viz. “com-
panies.”” Some of them, like the companies of
weavers 1n several towns, were, it 1s true, of very
early origin, and dated from as far back as the first

half of the twelfth century. These early craft bodies
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had been actually known originally as * gilds,” and kept
the word as part of their official and formal title.
But by the fifteenth century the word itself, as applied
to craft companies, had passed out of popular use;
and in the sixteenth it was applied, almost if not
quite exclusively, to religious fraternities.

The controversy which has raged, and has not yet
come to an end, as to the origin of the gild system,
refers almost entirely to the earlier craft “ gilds,”
actually so called. Their influence on the subsequent
development has, I cannot help thinking, been some-
what exaggerated. By any one who looks dispas-
sionately at the evidence of the fourteenth century,
the appearance and universal extension of the craft
organisation is seen to issue spontaneously out of the
conditions of the time, and to require no explanation
from earlier and obscurer periods. The gild system
of the fourteenth and hfteenth centuries, speaking
broadly and generally, was no result of a sudden
uprising, of a class-conscious effort on the part of the
craftsmen to secure autonomy, or even of a selfish
striving after the gains of monopoly; it was the
gradual and almost unconscious result of the coales-
cence of two groups of forces—forces from below,
tending towards association and union, and forces
from above, especially the pressure of the municipal
government, tending towards corporate responsibility.
Both these forces need some further explanation.

It was the universal practice for the men of each
particular occupation in mediaval towns to live close
together in the same quarter, practically monopolising
particular streets and localities ; this is sufficiently indi-
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cated by the street names of our older towns. They
therefore naturally attended the same parish churches.
And just as rich individuals created endowments to
provide for religious services on the anniversaries of
their deaths, endowments known as ¢ chantries,” so it
became the practice for the men of particular crafts,
accustomed to stand or kneel in the same corner of
their churches, to form ¢ brotherhoods” or frater-
nities ” to provide for services on the occasion of the
death of one of their number, or for the commemo-
ration of all their departed on the festival of their
patron saint. Such fraternities were simply religious
clubs, and may be briefly described as “co-operative
chantries” : in essence they were just like the nume-
rous other religious brotherhoods formed by their side
by other groups of men not all belonging to the same
craft. It is easy to understand how a religious frater-
nity, when composed of most of the men of the town
following a particular trade, would come to interest
itself in purely trade affairs. It is not impossible that in
some instances the fraternity was, from the first, a con-
scious veil for trade purposes ; but the main explanation
of the fraternities within the crafts is to be found 1n the
religious usages of the age and in local propinquity.
In an age which laid so much stress on the religious
duty of almsgiving, these religious clubs would natu-
rally assist their members 1n distress. Moreover, when
the practice grew up of performing pageants or re-
ligious plays in the streets of the towns on certain
great festivals of the Church, the craftsmen would, of
course, desire to take a part. It became usual for
the men of each craft to charge themselves, year after
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year, with the performance of part of the sacred story ;
if possible of that particular episode which was most
akin to their own daily occupation. Thus the vintners
would present the Marriage at Cana, the chandlers the
Star in the East, and the shipwrights the Building of
the Ark. Some of the “ mistery plays,” as they came
to be called from being performed by misteries or
crafts, have come down to us, such as those of York
and Chester and Coventry. They are among the
sources of the drama which flowered so rapidly under
Elizabeth. And the long lists of the plays show how
numerous were the occupations carried on in every
town of any size.

But while these religious and social impulses
were spontaneously drawing the several groups of
craftsmen together, they were being made conscious
of their community of interests in another and very
different way. There was a strong public opinion
in favour of protecting purchasers against fraudulent
or defective workmanship. Occasionally, though
perhaps not frequently, the men of a particular
trade, finding that their craft was ‘“badly put in slan-
der,” as 1t was said, by the roguery and falsehood of
its members, themselves went to the town magistrates
and asked for the appointment of authorised “ over-
seers ~ or ‘‘assayers.” But whether the men of the
several misteries were desirous of regulation or no,
the municipal authorities came to insist with more
and more emphasis that there should be an adequate
supervision, or, as it was then called, a “view,” of
every craft, in order to detect and punish “false”
work. Accordingly we find group after group of
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workmen admonished by the municipal authorities to
choose from among themselves persons who should
be responsible for the work and behaviour of their
fellows. From time to time general directions were
issued to the same effect, as in the following London
ordinance :(— | |

‘““It 1s ordained that all the misteries of the City of
London shall be lawfully regulated and governed, each
according to its nature in due manner, that so no
knavery, false workmanship, or deceit shall be found
in the said misteries, for the honour of the good folk
of the said misteries and for the common profit of the
people. And in each mistery there shall be chosen and
sworn four or six, or more or less, according as the
mistery shall need ; which persons, so chosen and
sworn, shall have full power from the Mayor well and
lawfully to do and to perform the same.”

Being obliged in this way to come together and elect
overseers or wardens, the crafts took the opportunity to
draw up rules for the government of the trade. These
rules were at first of the most modest character, and
did little more than prescribe certain simple standards
of honest workmanship. But they soon went on to
regulate apprenticeship and admission to the trade.
The * Articles,” “ Ordinances,” or “Points” were
then presented to the Mayor and Alderman for confir-
mation and enrolled in the municipal registers. The
edifice was completed in the ffteenth century and
subsequently by the acquisition of charters from the
crown, definitely “incorporating” the bodies which
had thus gradually and almost insensibly constituted

themselves.
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The history of the several trades shows very con-
siderable divergencies between one craft and another,
and between one town and another, and the separate
institutional elements are hard to disentangle. In
some cases, the craft, as such, provided for religious
services and for the relief of sick or impoverished
members, In other and more numerous instances,
we can clearly trace the separate organisation of a
religious fraternity within the industrial group, but
apart from the trade machinery. But, in every case,
both spontaneous tendencies towards religious and
social co-operation and compulsory regulation by the
municipalities contributed towards the creation of a
sense of craft solidarity. And the result, by the middle
of the fifteenth century, was a substantial uniformity
both in craft organisation in all English towns, and in
the municipal constitution which rested upon it. This
uniformity, like the uniformity of the manorial system,
extended to the whole of western Europe. The craft
societies of London, Paris, Nuremberg, and Florence
were fundamentally alike in form and functions ; and
the same 1s true, with necessary qualifications, of the
smaller urban centres. The more backward countries
of the north and east did, indeed, imitate their wealthier
neighbours—Scotland following England, and Poland
and eastern Germany following the Rhineland. But I
do not know that there was much direct copying among
the peoples of western Europe, nor do we need it to
account for the facts. Apparently the same institutions
everywhere grew up in much the same way, owing to
the operation of the same causes. These causes were
the uniform intellectual, social, and economic condi-
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tions. Everywhere industry could only secure shelter
and could only create a market in the towns; every-
where natural gregariousness drew the men of each
craft together ; everywhere public opinion demanded
supervision and regulation ; everywhere production
was on a small scale; everywhere it was carried on
in small workshops, by from one to four persons,
without the aid of machinery; everywhere skill and
reputation were more important than capital. The
gild system would seem, indeed, to be a neces-
sary stage in the development of industry; and
the Chinese gilds of to-day show the ideas and
machinery of the gilds of medieval Europe still
actively at work.

Much labour has been spent, and profitably spent,
on the attempt to distinguish between stages in in-
dustrial evolution. I say profitably, because one of the
best ways to penetrate into the essential characteristics
of a particular state of affairs is to have some other
state of affairs with which to compare it. We must
take care not to allow our classification to become too
rigid ; but that ought not to be difficult. Allowance
must be made for the possibility, and indeed the pro-
bability, of transitional and intermediate arrangements,
And of course we must not suppose that every country,
or even every occupation, must necessarily pass through
all the several stages. New countries, like our own
colonies, will naturally begin at the stage reached
already in old countries, if the necessary conditions
are present ; and new industries, as we shall see later,
like the cotton industry, will begin their career with
the organisation which the contemporary but older
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industries have reached only after long centuries of
development.

With these cautions we may roughly distinguish four
stages in the history of industry during medizeval and
modern times. It will be wiser for the present to leave
the ancient world out of account.

First, there is that stage of affairs when there is no
separate body of professional craftsmen at all ; where
all that can be called “industry,” as distinguished from
agriculture, is carried on within the household group,
for the satisfaction of its own needs, by persons whose
main business is the cultivation of the land or the care
of flocks. The main activities of all except the fighting
class are still in this stage preponderatingly agricultural;
but the cultivators of the soil make their own clothes
and furniture and utensils, and there is practically no
outside ““ market” for their manufactures. It repre-
sents a long step in evolution when professional crafts-
men come into existence : men who, though they may
have small holdings of land which they cultivate, and
may indeed receive their remuneration in the shape, to
some extent, of these holdings, are yet primarily crafts-

en—primarily, for instance, weavers or smiths. Such
a specialisation alike of agriculture and industry affords
one of the earliest and most striking examples of
division of labour, and 1t brings with it some of the
advantages which Adam Smith sets forth in his cele-
brated chapter. Production in this stage is still on a
small scale; it takes place either at the customer’s
home or in a small workshop or room or shed within
or adjoining the craftsman’s own dwelling : and there
is no intermediary between producer and customer.
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The producer either works on the customer’s own
materials ; or, if he buys his own material and has not
only “labour ” but a “ commodity ” to sell, he deals
directly with a small neighbouring circle of patrons,
There i1s a ““market” in the modern business or econo-
mic sense, but it is a small and near one, and the pro-
ducer is in direct touch with it ; though, indeed, it may
sometimes consist not of the ultimate consuming public,
but of fellow artisans in some other mistery, The next
stage 1s marked by the advent of various kinds of com-
mercial middlemen, who act as intermediaries between
the actual makers in their small domestic workshops
and the final purchasers: the widening of the market
being both the cause and the result of their appearance.
And, finally, with the advent of costly machinery and
production on a large scale, we have the condition
of things to which we are accustomed in our modern
factories and works, where the owners or controllers
of capital not only fiind the market, but organise and
regulate the actual processes of manufacture. To these
several stages it 1s difhcult to give brief designations
which shall not be misleading. It is common to speak
of them as (1) the family or household system, (2) the
gild or handicraft system, (3) the domestic system or
house industry, and (4) the factory system. But we
can dispense with labels if we can remember the
essential traits. Of the third and fourth we shall have
much to say at a later point. For the present we
have to do with the second, where there is a separate
industrial class and a market or group of customers,
though but a limited and local one. “Gild system ”
will indicate it accurately enough if we bear in mind
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that the gild was merely the form of organisation that
was bound to be assumed under the conditions of the
time, as soon as there came to be a number of pro-
fessional craftsmen and these craftsmen were prac-
tically all collected in the towns.

Let us look now more closely into the company
organisation. The craft company was not simply an
association among men of a town engaged in a parti-
cular occupation ; it was the association, in idea and
approximately in fact, of all the men so engaged. That
means that, as soon as the company was solidly estab-
lished, no man who did not belong to it could carry
on the trade in the borough. Compulsory member-
ship was the necessary consequence not merely of
self-interest but also of the public duties which were im-
posed upon the group ; the representatives of the several
trades could only be expected to be responsible for the
good behaviour of those who had placed themselves
under their authority. Compulsory membership is the
same thing as monopoly. But—as this way of putting
it implies—the character of such a monopoly depends
on the ease or difficulty with which competent persons
can secure admission. Undoubtedly in later centuries
the craft companies used their privileges in the worst
sense of monopoly. We all know, for instance, how
in the middle of the eighteenth century James Watt was
prevented by the Corporation of Hammermen from
establishing himself as an instrument-maker within the
town of Glasgow, and found refuge in the precincts of
the University. But it does not seem that in the
earlier periods of their history the craft companies
were exclusive in any markedly harmful sense. Quite
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early, indeed, they may have put obstacles in the way
of men entering the occupation who came from other
towns as adult craftsmen. But then in those periods
there was, in fact, very little desire to move from one
town to another.

Within the ranks of those occupied in the several
industries there grew up in England, as elsewhere in
western Europe, a sharp division into three orders.
There were first the ¢ masters,” i.e. the full members
of the society, who were authorised to set up shop
on their own account. These were not necessarily
masters 1in the modern sense, i.e. employers, since very
many of them worked by themselves and employed
no one. There were the ‘“apprentices’” (French :
apprentis) ; boys and young men who were learning
their trade, and whose term of service came to be
generally fixed at seven years, in accordance with
‘““the custom of London.” This institution of a
uniform and relatively long period of apprenticeship
for all trades seems to be characteristic of England ;
certainly it was not found in France. And then there
were the “journeymen,” z.e. men paid by the day
(French : journée), and not, like the apprentice, bound
for a long period of indenture. Gradually the rule
grew up that even to work as journeyman a man
must have served a seven years apprenticeship. It is
the less necessary to dwell upon these distinctions,
because the terms apprentice and journeyman, and the
ideas associated with them, have survived in some
occupations and places down to our own time, in spite
of profound changes in the general situation. But it
is perhaps well to make it quite clear that in none of
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the medizeval craft companies was there anything in
the nature of a joint-stock or any associated trading on
the part of the craft as a body. The nearest approach
to it was the rule in some crafts that opportunities of
buying material on advantageous terms Wwere to be
shared by all the members who cared to benefit by
them. With this exception, the several masters Were
left free to carry on their trade each on his own
stock and responsibility and for his individual profit :
the gild authority “ regulated "—to use a term promi-
nent in a later age—individual enterprise, and did not
replace it.

In the midst of the labour troubles of the nineteenth
century there have been many who have looked back
with regret to the gild system of the Middle Ages and
have dreamt of its restoration. The gild system, as
we shall learn later, was half destroyed in the six-
teenth century by the advent of capital and the
extension of the market, and its ruin was completed
in the eighteenth by the introduction of machinery
and, with it, of the factory system. Its restoration
was economically impossible. Not only was this so :
the admirers of the past have undoubtedly viewed the
medizval handicrafts in much too romantic, and even
sentimental, a spirit. There was a good deal more
selfishness about than is commonly allowed for, and
more friction between the immediate interests of
various classes: and occupations. Yet no one can
turn over the gild records from the fourteenth to the
sixteenth centuries without seeing that a fair ideal did
float in a vague sort of way before the more reflecting
men of the time. This ideal we may sum up as the
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maintenance of just and reasonable conditions of pro-
duction and sale, in the interests alike of producers
and consumers. The master craftsman combined, in
many trades, the functions of the manufacturer with
those of the merchant ; or, if “merchant” be too fine
a term, of the manufacturer with those of the dealer
or shopkeeper. He bought his own materials, and his
apprentice offered for sale to the public as they passed
by in the street the goods made inside the shop,
as Sir Walter Scott depicts in The Fortunes of Nigel.
Of course there were some trades where, from the
nature of the case, this was impossible, e.g. the build-
ing trades. The master craftsman, again, usually com-
bined the functions of employer and skilled workman :
when he employed apprentices or journeymen or
both, he commonly worked by their side on the finer
parts of the job, when not engaged with a customer.
What the public desired, above everything else,
was that the wares should be of good or standard
quality. This was the main purpose of the whole
system of regulation by gild wardens and town autho-
rities. And many of the regulations which remind
us of our modern humanitarian factory legislation,
such as the prohibition of working at night, were
designed, not in the interests primarily of the worker,
but in the interest of the public; in order, that is,
to facilitate the necessary supervision or to prevent
a public nuisance. It does not seem that regulation
extended, as a rule, to the determination of prices ;
but it was a fundamental article in the moral teaching
of the church of the time, and in the opinion of the
governing classes in the towns, that for every article
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there was a “just price,” which ought neither to be
fallen short of nor exceeded. And when there seemed
to be need, as in the case of the bakers and innkeepers
and vintners, to protect the public, the public authority
did not hesitate to step in and enact a scale of prices
not to be exceeded except under severe penalty.

As to entry into the trade: we must bear in mind
that, throughout the Middle Ages, population was only
very slowly expanding. So long as the industrial
workers increased only in the same proportion as the
general population, and did not outstrip the purchas-
ing power of the community, the average apprentice
might expect, as a general thing, after he had served
his articles and had worked for a few years as a
journeyman, to be able to set up for himself and
to earn the kind of livelihood that was commonly
felt to be appropriate to his class. Meanwhile the
relations between employer and employed, within the
small shops, were of a family or patriarchal character.
We cannot say that there was in fact any complete
and universal practice of fixing journeymen’s wages
by regulations of the gild or of the municipality. But
that was simply because it was not found to be
necessary. The principle, however, that wages should
be just or reasonable—the belief that for each kind
of labour there was some just or appropriate remu-
neration which could be ascertained, and, if need be,
enforced—was as universally held as the principle
of “just price,” of which, indeed, it was but a part.
And the craft authorities, with the approval of the
municipalities, or the municipality alone when the
craft was slow to act, did, as a matter of fact, inter-
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vene and regulate the wages of journeymen in a good
many particular instances.

Can we say that there already existed a “labour
question” ? That depends altogether on what we
mean by “labour question.” If we mean the problem
how best to adjust the relations between a large num-
ber of persons who have only their labour to offer
and a relatively small number of persons who employ
them, in circumstances in which the successful carry-
ing-on of production involves the presence of con-
siderable quantities of capital of which the employers
alone have the control—if that is what we mean by
labour question, then, speaking broadly and generally,
we may say 1t did not exist in the Middle Ages. But
obviously in another sense it did exist, or existed in
germ ; for there must be a labour question, in a sense,
as soon as one person comes to be employed by another.
And in that sense, we may say that the gild system, so
far and so long as it was true to its ideals, “solved
the labour question.”

But if, after stating these ideals, we turn to the actual
history, and expect to find some well-marked epoch
during which they were effectively realised, we are
likely to meet with disappointment. The gild organisa-
tion itself was of slow and irregular formation. It was
a long time before the necessity of apprenticeship, the
sharp distinction between apprentice and journeyman,
the regular election of wardens and the systematic
supervision of processes, took quite clear and definite
shape. And almost as soon as they did so, the little
groups of masters began to show an inclination towards
monopoly, and friction began to arise between them
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and the journeymen. Hardly, we are inclined to say,
has the gild system been perfected before it begins to
break down. It is perhaps more accurate to say that
the gild ideals were in constant process of realisation
and decay throughout the fourteenth, fifteenth, six-
teenth, and even seventeenth centuries. And that 1s
because of the width and variety of the field of their
operation. New industries were growing, old indus-
tries decaying, and the smaller towns were constantly
catching up with the larger ones and repeating their
experience. Hence the spirit of monopoly might very
well make its appearance in some gilds long before
there was anything seriously at fault in others. In this
sense, therefore—as a policy which, for varying periods
in varying trades and varying towns, did actually
succeed, to a large degree, in controlling industrial
activity to the general satisfaction alike of the general
public and of “the workers”—we may fairly say that
the gild ideal was actually realised.



LECTURE II1

The Beginnings of Modern . Farming : the
Break-up of the Manor

WE must now return to the condition of the agricul-
tural population. It must be carefully borne in mind
that, interesting as is the early development of manu-
factures and trade, England continued, until well into
the eighteenth century, to be mainly an agricultural
country ; and the fortunes of its peasant cultivators
form, until quite recent times, the centre of its econo-
mic history. We must concentrate our attention on
the changes in the position of the yardlings and cottars,
who constituted the bulk of the rural population. What
we shall say will apply primarily to central and southern
England ; of the eastern counties and the western 