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The Dowlais iron works near Merthyr Tydfil in South Wales, originally
established in 1759, was by 1845 the largest iron works in the world. Its 

eighteen blast furnaces were producing almost 90,000 tons of iron a year. It
employed almost 9,000 men, most of them, as this picture implies, working in dan-
gerous and unhealthy conditions. Dowlais seems to epitomise the speed of change
which transformed Britain in the late eighteenth and early nineteenth centuries.

To understand the extent to which both society and economy in Britain changed
in these years, it is necessary to put such dramatic examples of industrial transforma-
tion into a wider context. This Section attempts to explain the factors involved. It
begins by discussing (Chapter 1) how the three countries, England, Scotland and Wales,
which comprised late eighteenth-century Britain had developed and the extent to which,
culturally, they remained separate nations. Chapter 2 discusses the reasons why British
population was growing so fast. A growing population was vital for industrial
growth, which needed a healthy supply of labour not just for the new factories but
also to meet the need for unskilled and semi-skilled labouring tasks. The social and
economic roles of the landed aristocracy, which invested heavily in urban develop-
ment at this time, are examined in Chapter 3, while Chapter 4 explains how, and
why, the middle classes became an increasingly important element in British
society, even challenging the dominance of the aristocracy in some areas.

Chapters 5 and 6 are concerned with the nature of Britain’s industrial and urban
growth. The industrial revolution did not transform all of Britain in this period. 
Even by 1850 more people worked on the land than in the towns and cities. So, is it
appropriate to talk of an ‘industrial revolution’ at all? Perhaps the main changes 
were evolutionary rather than revolutionary. Towns had very diverse functions. In
addition to the great factory communities of south-east Lancashire, the West Riding
of Yorkshire and the central valley of Scotland, this was a time of growth and
increased prosperity for towns such as Bath and Brighton, whose main economic 
rationale was leisure and social interaction. Older regional centres such as Bristol
and Norwich and market and cathedral towns of England, such as Oxford and
Shrewsbury, were also growing significantly.

Chapter 7 examines the continued importance of agriculture. No study of indus-
trial change should ignore the rural sector of the economy, not least because
significant changes in agricultural organisation and production were needed to feed
a growing population, a smaller proportion of which was growing food. Whether 
‘revolutionary’ or ‘evolutionary’, industrial change was massively disruptive. The final
chapter of this Section discusses the nature of this disruption. It examines the
extent of social conflict in this period and investigates whether, by 1850, Britain had
become a society riven by class antagonisms.
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A ‘Greater Britain’ in 1780?

I. A costly war

During the period covered by this book, Britain, or the United Kingdom of
Great Britain and Ireland, its official title after the Act of Union in 1800,

was the wealthiest and the most powerful nation in the world. In the first half of the
nineteenth century, Britain became not just the workshop but the manufactory of
the world, using new technologies to produce a range of manufactured goods,
especially textiles, much more quickly and efficiently and also at prices which no com-
petitor could match.

We begin in 1780 because, although strict chronological precision is not attain-
able, a consensus exists that the pace of Britain’s commercial activity and industrial
production, the prime agents of its nineteenth-century supremacy, substantially
quickened in the last quarter of the eighteenth century. If supremacy is a key theme
in this story, however, 1780 might seem a perplexing date from which to begin.
Contemporaries saw it as a time of humiliation abroad and dangerous political
conflict at home. Britain had been at war with its thirteen North American colonies
since 1775. It was at war with France and Spain from 1778 too, as those countries
weighed in on the colonies’ side, once it became clear that British arms would not
bring about the rapid victory which had been widely assumed. By 1780, a series of
reverses had brought it close to defeat. That defeat, and consequent American inde-
pendence, would be confirmed by decisive reverses on the battlefield during 1781
and then, formally, by the Treaty of Versailles in 1783. The assumption was that the
loss of the colonies would severely damage Britain’s trade routes and commercial activity.
One provincial newspaper suggested that the combined might of France and the
American colonies would destroy Britain as a naval power.1

The war was also costly. British governments had to find about £80m, which they
did by raising loans and substantially increasing the National Debt. Crucially, it also
raised taxes, including those on salt, soap and alcohol which fell disproportionately
heavily on the poor. Despite this, excise duties, substantially the largest source of
government income, fell during the later stages of the war as consumption was squeezed.
Over-taxed, poorly governed, resentful and defeated in war, the country appeared to
be at its lowest eighteenth-century ebb in the early 1780s.



The country in question, of course, was ‘Great Britain’, but Britain was a relatively
recent creation, comprising the nations of England, Scotland and Wales formally brought
together by the Act of Union passed in 1707. It is worth a brief introduction to the
nations which comprised Great Britain. England was, of course, the largest of the
three nations both geographically and, in particular, demographically. In 1780, it 
comprised about 78 per cent of Britain’s population, compared with Scotland’s 
16 per cent and Wales’s 6 per cent.2 A century later, after substantial industrial 
development in all three countries, the overall demographic proportions showed little
change: England 82 per cent, Scotland 13 per cent, Wales 5 per cent.

England’s overall wealth and current level of economic activity were also much
higher, although both the central lowlands of Scotland and parts of South Wales 
experienced significant commercial and economic development in the second half
of the eighteenth century. Critically, the development of agriculture, which employed
the majority of the population, proceeded more rapidly during the eighteenth 
century in England than in either Wales or, allowing for a few exceptions in the
Lowlands, Scotland. Many economic historians speak of an English agricultural 
revolution in the eighteenth century (see Chapter 7). This had significant social 
consequences. Subsistence farming by small peasant proprietors had been almost 
eliminated from England by the last quarter of the eighteenth century. By contrast,
central and North Wales and the Highlands of Scotland both retained significant 
numbers of small landowners engaged in subsistence farming. As we shall see,
England’s superior overall levels of prosperity persuaded many of its well-heeled 
citizens that the inhabitants of Wales and Scotland were backward and their coun-
tries a deadweight on England.
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Excise duties

These are taxes raised on goods sold in the country, in contrast to customs duties which
are levied on goods coming into it. These are indirect taxes. This means that they are added
to the price of the goods when sold, irrespective of the ability of the purchaser to pay.
In the eighteenth century, excises were levied on a wide range of basic items, including
salt, beer, soap and candles as well as luxury items such as wine or gold.

Subsistence farming

This might best be considered as ‘domestic farming’, as it was usually practised by small
proprietors or ‘smallholders’ known as peasants. Its purpose was to provide sufficient food
for the family. This form of farming contrasted starkly with agriculture designed to pro-
duce crops and animals for the market and, therefore, for profit.



The Scots – more numerous, better educated and a more obvious presence in 
influential London society than the Welsh – bore the brunt of this opprobrium. 
For much of the century, the dominant English perception of Scotland was of a 
barren, backward, poverty-stricken nation. James Boswell, the Edinburgh-born
biographer of Dr Samuel Johnson, frequently felt the force of his biting anti-Scottish
wit. The definition of oats in Johnson’s 1755 Dictionary as ‘a grain, which in
England is generally given to horses, but which in Scotland supports the people’ is
famous. Boswell was also briskly told that ‘the noblest prospect which a Scotchman
ever sees, is the high road that leads him to England’ and that ‘much may be made
of a Scotchman, if he be caught young’. Its superior education system notwith-
standing, the image of Scotland as an unworthy supplicant at the rich Englishman’s
table was widely accepted as plain truth.3 Metropolitan hostility to the Scots was real
enough.

II. Wales

Wales had been yoked to England for almost five centuries, having been dominated
by the larger country since Edward I’s conquests in the early 1280s. It was formally
joined to England by an Act of Union passed in 1536, although it retained some 
separate legal courts and practices until the Council of Wales was abolished in
1689.4 The judicial system of Wales would finally be assimilated with the English in
1830. Precise calculations of Welsh population are not available but most estimates
suggest that it was not greater than half a million in 1780.5

Welsh society revolved around the influence of the few prosperous gentry families
who often established links by marriage with English landowners. Most were Tory
supporters throughout the eighteenth century, when the government was, until the
1760s, Whig and in the hands of large, and mostly English, landowners.6 Sir Roger
Mostyn (1673–1739), for example, married the daughter of Daniel Finch, second 
Earl of Nottingham, and represented Flintshire in parliament. Sir Watkin Williams
Wynn (1693–1749) became the largest landowner in Wales on the occasion of his
marriage in 1715 into another prominent Welsh family, the Vaughans. He entered
parliament the following year as a staunch Tory who opposed the Hanoverian 
succession and supported the return of the Stuarts.7 He remained an MP until his
death in 1749 and was for a time perhaps the most prominent Tory in the House of
Commons during the period of the so-called ‘Whig supremacy’.

Wynn’s elder son (1749–89) – also named Watkin Williams – was a prominent
patron of the arts who helped further the London career of the composer George
Frederick Handel. In the Commons from 1772, he kept up the family tradition of
opposition – in his case to Lord North in the 1770s and the Younger Pitt in the 1780s.
Unlike many landowners from the Principality, Wynn made a point of stressing his
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support for ‘Welshness’ and the upholding of Celtic traditions. He was a generous
patron of the London Welsh charity school, which was supported by the Society of
Ancient Britons, of which Wynn became Vice-President in 1772.

By 1780, Wales, unlike Scotland or Ireland, had long ceased to be regarded as 
a threat to England. It retained its own language, of course, but only the lower 
orders made much use of it. The English dismissed Welsh as a barbarous language
befitting only the uncivilised – and then mostly forgot about it. Celtic history, 
ballads and literature were little studied by the propertied classes and remained 
to be practised safely by the lower orders on the western side of Offa’s Dyke.
Ordinary Welsh working families in the late eighteenth century had few links with
their English counterparts. Not until well into the nineteenth did Welsh workers migrate
in significant numbers to the larger cities of England – Liverpool, Birmingham and
London in particular – to pose any kind of threat to the earning power of their English
counterparts.

The Church of England was the established Church of Wales also, although Welsh
bishops had low status in the episcopal hierarchy and, in consequence, some of the
lowest incomes. During the course of the eighteenth century, nonconformist
Churches, particularly Baptist and Methodist, were establishing themselves at the
expense of the established Church.

Welsh politics, too, had long since been thoroughly assimilated into the English-
dominated parliamentary structure. As the Wynns demonstrated, Welsh MPs might
oppose the government of the day, and many Welsh MPs were Tories in an age 
dominated by the so-called Whig Oligarchy. Some might even be seditious.
However, the Welsh gentry did not produce firebrands or tub-thumping orators either
capable of, or much interested in, exciting public opinion and raising a crowd.
Eighteenth-century Wales did not produce a David Lloyd George (see Chapter 38).
Likewise, Welsh nationalism mostly slumbered. In any case, the Principality
returned only twenty-four MPs to the House of Commons, less than 5 per cent of its
total complement. Few issues indeed turned on what the Welsh thought.
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Whig Oligarchy

An oligarchy is a form of government in which a small number of privileged men domin-
ate affairs. This phrase relates to the long period of political dominance exercised over
almost half a century by great landowners (most were titled aristocrats) in the Whig party,
from the death of the Tory-inclined Queen Anne in 1714 down to the accession of George
III in 1760. There was no hard-and-fast ideological or social division between Whigs and
Tories in the eighteenth century, although Whig politicians tended to own more land and
to have more aristocratic titles than did Tory ones.



III. Scotland

Scotland was different. Its relationships with England had frequently been fractious.
Disputes over territory on either side of the border were frequent in the early
medieval period, not infrequently spilling over into war. Edward I threatened to do
to Scotland what he had done to Wales and might well have succeeded had he not
died near Carlisle in 1307 while preparing an invasion of Scotland. Not surprisingly,
Scotland established what it called an ‘auld alliance’ with France for much of the early
modern period, seeing it as an effective safeguard against a much more powerful neigh-
bour. Relations improved somewhat when James VI of Scotland was named as the
successor to Elizabeth I. He united the two thrones as James I of England from 1603.
United crowns did not make for a united British nation. Charles I attempted to recover
his fortunes in the Civil Wars of the 1640s by making an alliance with Scotland against
the English parliament.

The so-called ‘Glorious Revolution’ of 1688–89, which saw the ejection of James
II and the installation of the Dutch William III on the throne, catapulted England
into wars against Louis XIV of France. These lasted, with a brief break, for more than
twenty years. The strains of war and the ever-present fear of a French invasion made
the prospect of a united British nation to combat the threat much more attractive –
at least south of the border. Proposals for Union raised little excitement in England.
Not so in Scotland, where opinion was bitterly divided. The decision to agree to an
Act of Union (1707) was taken by influential Scottish landowners and merchants,
some of whom were well rewarded for bringing their influence to bear when it mat-
tered.8 There was, of course, a strong Scottish argument for Union. It was pressed
hard by improving landlords and bankers who had most to lose from being per-
petually tied to what they considered a partially feudal society and an almost stagnant
economy destined always to be on the wrong side of commercial competition with
England. Thanks to the Union, eighteenth-century Scots became part of the largest,
and most buoyant, trading economy in Europe.

The Union created a greater Britain, and helped set its course in an imperial direc-
tion. It did little to heal historic wounds of suspicion and nothing to create a new
amity between England and Scotland. Many north of the border felt that their nego-
tiators in 1707 had been either incompetent or corrupt and had sold out to English
interests and power. Nevertheless, the terms of the Union were far from draconian.
The Union deprived Scotland of its own parliament and thus of its political inde-
pendence. However, both its legal system and its Presbyterian Church survived
intact. Scotland received a sum just short of £400,000 for agreeing to bear its share
of responsibility for England’s (now Britain’s) National Debt. The larger, richer
nation did, of course, hold the upper hand. In 1713, the new British parliament imposed
what had previously been an exclusively English malt tax on the Scots to anguished,
but impotent, cries of betrayal from Edinburgh.
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Scotland was an overwhelmingly rural country; most of its population of about
1.5m in 1780 were peasants tilling hard, unproductive land to win a very basic 
living for their families. Only one person in eight lived in towns in 1750, even if 
we, rather generously, allow every community of more than 4,000 people to rank as
a town.9 Both agricultural efficiency and living standards were substantially lower
than those of England. Many also resented the influence of the forty-five MPs 
who were allocated to the new British parliament under the arrangements of 
1707. The Scottish peer, the Earl of Bute, was ridiculed when George III appointed
him Prime Minister in 1762. John Wilkes, the leading satirical journalist of his day,
used his journal North Briton (the title itself a riposte to the government’s pro-
paganda sheet The Briton) to attack all things Scottish with a pungent mixture of wit
and vulgarity.

Educated Scots were increasingly attracted to London for its wealth, society 
and for the employment opportunities which it offered. Scottish lawyers and
Scottish doctors soon established themselves there. In response Englishmen, resent-
ing unwelcome competition, were easily persuaded that the Scots favoured their own
kith and kin when contacts were made and contracts drawn up. Naked prejudice 
also played a part. Lord Shelburne called the Scots ‘a sad set of innate, cold-hearted,
impudent rogues’.10 Henry Dundas, one of the ablest of the Younger Pitt’s ministers
and the first Scot to enjoy a long period in high office in a British government, was
nevertheless an outsider at Westminster and attacked in the 1780s for unconstitu-
tionally ingratiating himself into the Prime Minister’s confidence.11
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National Debt

In its simplest terms, this is the amount of money borrowed by governments since 1691
and not yet paid off. A new system for raising government loans was instituted in 1693,
when the English parliament voted in support of a proposal by King William III to raise
£1m on annuities with an interest rate payable at 10 per cent. Linked to the Bank of
England, formed in 1694, the National Debt became a linchpin of national finance 
during the eighteenth century, providing the country with a more formal and genuinely
‘national’ structure for raising loans. It represented a financial revolution, albeit one which
was disliked by many landowners. They argued that it lined the pockets of financiers and
encouraged excessive, and expensive, involvement in European affairs. The National Debt
fell into two categories. So called ‘funded debt’ was that for which the interest payments
were covered by additional taxation of whatever kind; ‘unfunded debt’ took the form of
‘bills’ raised by the government departments or by the armed forces which the Bank of
England exchanged for money, anticipating that revenue shortly to be raised by those
departments would pay them off. The great majority of the Debt was ‘funded’.



Anti-Scottish hostility persisted, especially in London and among the English elite,
at least until the need for a genuinely British defence against the French revolution-
aries in the 1790s12 (see Chapters 12 and 13). Only in the first half of the century
did Scotland pose a direct threat, in the form of two attempts, in 1715 and 1745–46,
to overthrow the newly established Hanoverian monarchy and restore the Stuart
dynasty. The second came closer to success than is often recognised. These so-called
Jacobite Risings cannot be characterised as eighteenth-century examples of old-style
Anglo-Scottish hostility. Neither rising was truly pan-Scottish; both relied dispropor-
tionately for support from the Highland clan chiefs. In general, the more productive,
wealthier and in most respects more progressive Lowlands of Scotland favoured George
of Hanover over the son (the so-called ‘Old Pretender’), and then the grandson 
(the ‘Young Pretender’), of the deposed James VII and II. At the decisive Battle of
Culloden in April 1746, more Scots fought against Charles Edward Stuart the ‘Young
Pretender’ than fought for him.13
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William FitzMaurice, second Earl of Shelburne, 1737–1805

Shelburne was born in Dublin as William FitzMaurice, the son of an Irish peer. His early
years were spent in Ireland before he saw service during the Seven Years War. He briefly
served in both the Irish and the British Houses of Commons before succeeding to his
peerage as the second Earl in 1761. He served in the ministries of Grenville and the
Elder Pitt in the 1760s but his sympathy for the American colonists’ cause earned him
the enmity of George III and he was out of office from 1768 until the ministerial instabil-
ity of the early 1780s, when he served as Secretary of State for the Home Department
under Rockingham in March 1782, succeeding him as Prime Minister on Rockingham’s
death four months later. His own government lasted for only nine months and he did not
return to office. The Younger Pitt created him Marquess of Lansdowne in 1784.

Henry Dundas, 1742–1811

Henry Dundas, first Viscount Melville, came from a distinguished Scottish legal family
and his career was in Scotland, where he served as Solicitor-General. He was elected 
an MP in 1774 and rose to prominence in the Younger Pitt’s long administration. He
was influential in imperial affairs in the 1780s and 1790s and especially those of India.
He became Home Secretary in 1791 and Secretary of State for War in 1794, during the
early stages of the French Revolutionary Wars. He was impeached by parliament in 1806
for maladministration of naval finances. He was acquitted but the notoriety which the
charges against him entailed in effect ended his ministerial career.



IV. A commercial culture

We have so far concentrated on what the English thought about their Scottish and
Welsh neighbours. They had views about the Irish too, which are considered 
separately later (see Chapter 14). What of England and English culture in the later
eighteenth century? It was increasingly commercial. These commercial and cultural
developments should not be seen as distinctively ‘English’, however. Many of the elite
classes in England considered themselves as readily ‘British’ as English. In the case
of its great landowners, this was often literally the case, since marriages across
English, Scottish and Welsh families were common. It is hardly surprising that a kind
of ‘assimilationist’ model held sway. Britain was, too readily perhaps, assumed by
the middle and upper classes to be a kind of greater England.

Scotland’s attempts to establish itself as a significant trading nation in its own right
had met with only limited success. The ‘Darien Scheme’ of 1698 established a colony
– ‘New Caledonia’ – in an ambitious development designed to secure Scotland as 
a world trading nation. Its disastrous failure convinced many that continued com-
petition against superior English resources was doomed to failure. Controversial though
it was in other respects, the Union of 1707 helped create a formidable commercial
force. By the middle of the eighteenth century, Britain was firmly established as the
world’s largest, and most successful, trading nation. For most of the sixteenth and
seventeenth centuries, England’s basic export trade had been of woollen cloth to
Northern Europe. From the late seventeenth century lighter fabrics – the so-called
‘new draperies’ – were being manufactured and exported to Southern Europe. During
the eighteenth century, imports to Britain were increasingly of raw materials, particu-
larly cotton, and foodstuffs such as sugar, tea and tobacco. These came from outside
Europe, especially the Americas and India. From 1700 to 1780, the total values of both
imports and exports more than doubled, while exports to the Americas (mostly to
the thirteen colonies and to the Caribbean) increased by a factor of eight.14

At the heart of mercantile profits from trade with the Americas was the slave trade.
During the eighteenth century, British ships conveyed over half of all the slaves trans-
ported as the famous ‘triangular trade’ grew massively. Slaves were taken on hazardous,
insanitary journeys from West Africa, through Britain and across to the Americas.
Not surprisingly, mortality levels on slave ships were high. It was the slave plantations
of Virginia and the West Indies which supplied Britain with its sugar and tobacco.
Britain was much the most important slave-trading great power by the middle of the
eighteenth century. As Professor Walvin says, ‘Atlantic slavery was driven forward
by British commercial and political forces.’15 The trade was to reach its peak in the
1780s, during which decade about 900,000 slaves were removed from Africa.

The slave trade contributed substantially to the development of west coast ports,
especially Bristol, Liverpool and Glasgow. The population of Liverpool grew from 
a mere 5,000 in 1700 to 40,000 in 1780, at which point it was the fourth largest city
in England after London, Bristol and Birmingham. It has been estimated that about
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40 per cent of Bristol’s wealth in the middle of the eighteenth century derived from
the slave trade.16 Tobacco transformed Glasgow. By 1760 Scottish imports of
tobacco from Virginia, Maryland and North Carolina exceeded those coming in to
all English ports combined. As Professor Devine notes, the profits of the tobacco trade
‘fed into a very wide range of industries, funded banks and financed agricultural
improvement through merchant investment’.17 Glasgow’s population increased
more than fivefold during the eighteenth century. At 62,000 in 1791, it was the third
largest city in Britain, behind only London and Edinburgh.18

The growth of towns, and with it the development of a distinctive urban culture,
was a key feature of Britain’s eighteenth-century advance. In 1600, a mere 8 per cent
of England’s inhabitants lived in towns. That had increased to 17 per cent in 1700
and to 21 per cent in 1750, more than twice the proportion of town dwellers in France.19

As they grew, towns established distinctive cultures. Much the most famous of the
many associations formed at this time was the Lunar Society which met regularly in
Birmingham from 1775. Its members included some extraordinarily able men:
Erasmus Darwin, the botanist who would pioneer ideas of evolution, Matthew
Boulton the engineer, James Watt, the Scottish inventor and Boulton’s business
partner, Joseph Priestley the research chemist who discovered oxygen and Josiah
Wedgwood, the immensely successful Staffordshire potter.20 The Lunar Society was,
of course, exceptional in its scope and influence. However, most sizeable English towns
had organisations which brought together leading citizens for social, business and
intellectual purposes. Literary and Philosophical Societies were the most numerous.
A strong sense of civic identity also developed. Merchants and traders often domin-
ated local corporations and were, from the 1750s, building fashionable squares for
domestic residence, following London’s lead.21

The other important change in the years before 1780 was what some have called
an ‘Agricultural Revolution’. In the late seventeenth and eighteenth centuries, new
technology made little impact on these changes. Productivity changes were much more
important. They enabled a rapidly growing population to be fed without damaging
inflation of food prices. By 1750, output per English worker considerably outpaced
that of every other European country.22 The structure of landownership contributed
substantially to this increasing productivity. The average sizes of estates increased
as smaller freeholds were sold by yeomen farmers (often under considerable duress)
to bigger landowners. A recognisably modern structure of landholding resulted.
Wealthier landowners increasingly delegated estate-management to a new breed of
professional land stewards. Owners and estate stewards leased out most of the land
to tenant farmers at market rates. Tenants were generally able to renew their leases
only if their land management had been productive. In their turn, tenant farmers
employed agricultural labourers to work the land. This was an agrarian structure geared
as never before towards profit and farming for the market (see Chapter 7).

Critically, and in stark contrast to the situation in Scotland, Ireland and much of
the rest of Europe, England was, by the middle of the eighteenth century, a country
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with very few peasant subsistence farmers. Despite a growing population, England
– traditionally a food importing country – was a net exporter of wheat. It is import-
ant to note that most of the main changes which made English agriculture profitable
and successful took place in the century or so before 1780. As we shall see (Chapters
7 and 23), the agricultural sector fell behind the pace of industrial and commercial
change after 1780. Indeed, in the years to 1914, it was – or perhaps more accurately
felt itself to be – in crisis more often than not.

It is clear that developments in Britain in the century or so before 1780 do much
to explain why, despite the gloomy prognostications, the country successfully
weathered the various storms which blew up during the war with the American colonies.
More, it was able to maximise the opportunities for profitable expansion which arose
thereafter. By 1780, Britain had already developed much of the infrastructure of 
a modern state and an unprecedentedly profit-conscious and commercial society was
emerging in response.

12 The Shaping of Modern Britain


