
 

 
 

Economic Development  
national or regional

Most of the writing on modern economic history is now and has 
always been in national or country terms. There is, for example, said 
to have been a 'British' industrial revolution, which was followed in 
due course by other countries. Among those, 'France' was slower to 
develop, although she started fi7om a not dissimilar economic base, 
and indeed it has been held that she did not pass through an 
industrialisation phase on the British model at all, but followed an 
alternative but equally successful route [1]. 'Germany', on the other 
hand, though a relatively late starter, is said to have experienced rapid 
economic development in the later nineteenth century. By that time, 
the British economy is believed by many to have begun to decline. 
The American economy, for its part, registered the most highly 
successful rise to modernity of all from the late nineteenth century. 

Legal systems were normally defined by national boundaries and, 
where they were not, as in the Habsburg empire or in parts of 
Germany, they tended to unification in the course of the nineteenth 
century. National legislation affected the rights of gilds, the 
effectiveness of patents, the Poor Law and the status of trade unions, 
apprenticeship, partnerships and contracts, land registration, tons and 
tariffs, subsidies and privileges, and many more economic issues. 

Finally, countries, especially where they corresponded to nation 
states, also possessed a unity in what might broadly be called the 
cultural sphere. This might reflect the dominant religion, the social 
structure, the educational system, or upper class traditions. Britain, for 
example, is credited with a culture strongly favouring entrepreneurial 
success from the late seventeenth century until well into Victorian 
times: only thus might the simultaneous technical and structural 
transformations which took place from the early eighteenth century in 
so many different industries in just one country, while the rest of 
Europe lagged behind, be explained. Conversely, cultural factors have 
also, though more controversially, been made responsible for British 
economic decline in recent decades [4, 5]. 

Countries as units 
Countries, in other words, are the units in which economic history is 
frequently, perhaps even normally, considered and taught. In the 
process, countries seem to acquire a character or style of their own, 
and may even be personified. In view of the fact that trade, migration 
and the passage of information made the economic world a seamless 
web, while each major country in its turn consisted of many different 
regions, this cutting up of the world economy into national slices as a 
matter of course requires explanation. Several reasons for it may be 
cited. 

One is that virtually all the statistical and similar information we 
possess is available on a national basis only [2]. Current economic 
issues are debated within a national framework, as is the traditional 
historical literature. There are firm boundaries, and, at any one time, 
Europe, the 'West' or any other area under investigation can be clearly 
divided up without remainder into these country units. 

These country boundaries, moreover, represent political reality. 
Taxation and the expenditure of revenue operated on a country basis, 
as did the regulations governing internal trade, the possession of 
colonies and the terms on which they could be settled or opened up to 
trade.    Wars, of course, were fought by states, and affected not only 
the munitions industries, the deployment of manpower, the course of 
trade and the taking of prizes at sea, but also the availability of capital 
for savings and the terms on which it could be borrowed - a key issue 
in the recent debate on the British industrial revolution [3]. 
Government debt was generally raised, and always serviced, within 
the country. The common currency was another unifying national 
element. 

Regional proto-industrialisation 
Against this, there has been a recent tendency to emphasise the 
regional nature of the industrialisation process and, indeed, of the 
preceding changes which have come to be known as 'proto- 
industrialisation'. [6, 7] To be sure, the European economies of the 
Middle Ages and in the early modern period were also regional, but 
they were so in a quite different sense. In their case, most regions 
were distinct by being self-sufficient, for the good reason that 
transport over any distance, especially overland, was difficult and 
costly. Only luxury goods, or commodities like metals which were 
found in a few places only, were traded over longer distances. 
Regions, in other words, resembled each other, whereas modern 
regionalism implies the exact opposite, namely the specialisation of 
regions in the process of becoming part of an 
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international division of labour. The modern economic region 
is marked by a degree of internal homogeneity, based often on 
concentration on one or more 'basic' or export industries, and 
usually also by a strong inner cohesion, sustained by internal 
economic, social and transport links. 

Proto-industrial work was largely conducted in the 
countryside, much of it by part -time labour which was also 
occupied in farming. The causes of the regional concentration 
of such domestic industries could often be traced back to 
convenient supplies of raw materials, such as wool or flax, the 
location of mineral ores, or wood (charcoal) fuel for working 
up metals, glass or pottery. In other cases locational 
specialisation might depend on traditional regional skills as in 
the metal goods production of the West Midlands or among 
Flemish textiles. Some concentrations might depend on the 
proximity to markets: the artistic and luxury goods industries 
of the Paris region offer an example. It was significant how 
often particular types of goods, above all in textiles but also 
'Venetian glass' or 'Birmingham toys' bore the names of their 
regions of origin as their distinguishing mark. 

British regions and the  
Industrial revolution 

The British industrial revolution which followed this phase was 
clearly a regional phenomenon, in the sense that the industries 
which showed the most substantial technical changes, which 
grew fastest and which registered the most rapid increases in 
exports, were located in very strong regional concentrations. 
The major locational determinant of those years was the coal 
industry, as any map will show.         
Coal mining performed a dual role in driving the economy 

forward. Its product allowed the expansion and cheapening of 
numerous key processes in other industries, such as the 
refining of iron and other metals, glass making and 
brewing, 
and the supply of energy by steam power, and it is significant that at 
the time, British coal output was probably larger than that of the rest 
of the world combined. But secondly, the needs of coal mining at 
ever greater depth also induced technical change within the industry, 
including the installation of steam power, canal and railway building. 

As it turned out, coal mining regions overlapped to a considerable 
extent with the earlier proto-industrial locations: thus Lancashire, the 
West Riding of Yorkshire, the Clyde Valley, the West Midlands and 
the East Midlands were strongly favoured by both (see Map 1). 
Former industrial areas without coal, such as the West Country and 
the East Anglian woollen and worsted regions, tended to decline, 
although the cause for this is by no means confined to the lack of 
local coal alone. Only London continued to expand in population and 
economic weight without coal of its own, being easily supplied with 
sea-coal from the North-East of England. 

In other respects, the factors favouring industrial concentration 
were not dissimilar to those of the earlier phase. Local iron supplies 
helped to build up the Scottish lowlands region, Lancashire and the 
West Riding, the West Midlands and Shropshire, as well as South 
Wales and the North-East. Copper mining helped to give Cornwall 
and North Wales an industrial character, although in neither case was 
it destined to last for long. Accessibility by sea was particularly 
important for London and its multifarious industries, but it also 
helped the expansion of cotton spinning and weaving in Lancashire 
and the Glasgow area. 

There were also regional cultural elements in play. A certain 
rebelliousness, disregard for authority and sturdy individuality, as 
shown, for example, in their predilection for religious 
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nonconformity, were said to have been long-standing characteristics 
of the populations of Lancashire, of Scotland and of the English 
border counties. These might have contributed to their exceptional 
entrepreneurial vigour, while the poverty of many of the marginal 
lands in which industrialisation was concentrated may have nurtured 
a frugal and hardworking labour force. 

Agriculture was no less regionally structured than industry. The 
domestic system flourished especially where soil and climate were 
poor, or where agricultural work was of a strongly seasonal nature. 
Conversely, rich soil, good climate and easy transport conditions to 
main markets, above all to London, but also to the industrialising 
regions, favoured increasing specialisation in agriculture. It was the 
mainly arable areas which remained agrarian, whereas most of the 
industrialisation occurred in the former pastoral upland regions of the 
North and West [8]. 

The 'backwash effect' 
Once a region had established its industrial and commercial lead, it 
was likely to pull away from the rest as its advantages accumulated. 
Gunnar Myrdal called this the 'backwash effect' [9]. For one thing, it 
began to attract labour, and it was often the most skilled, and the most 
enterprising, who chose to leave home and seek their fortunes in the 
growing industrial centres. This was even more true of potential 
entrepreneurs, of men who had ideas and ambition. Their departure 
left their regions of origin relatively even more impoverished. 

As it expanded, the industrialising region also began to benefit 
from the external economies of its own expansion. Buyers fro m far 
away would come to where factories in a single trade were  
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Map 1. Coal mining regions, c. 1700-1830 Source: R.A. Dodgshon and 
P.A. Butlin (eds.), An Historical Geography of England and Wales (2nd. 
edn. London, Academic Press 1990). 
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In Britain, the West Midlands, Lancashire, the West Riding of 
Yorkshire and the North-East paid the highest wages in the mid - 
nineteenth century, with London well above them. By 1914, the 
rapidly expanding regions of South Wales and Central Scotland had 
joined the leaders. The lowest wages were paid in purely agrarian 
regions. [121 For Germany, where some regional statistics for total 
incomes can be established, it was found that in 1913, with the 
national average at 100, Berlin-Brandenburg stood at 138 and was 
followed by the most industrialised regions: Saxony 

 

bunched, but might leave out isolated mius in distant locations; 
similarly, there would develop an input market with cheaper supplies 
and greater choice. The Liverpool cotton exchange offers a good 
example. Specialist services would build up, such as finishing, 
packing and dispatch. Designers would move to where the production 
units were concentrated, as did inventors and hopeful innovators, and 
their action would keep the others alert and knowledgeable about the 
latest changes in technique as well as  in fashions. While the early 
cotton mies or ironworks tended to build their own machinery, 
specialist engineering works soon sprang up, able not only to cheapen 
production, but also to originate technical innovation. It is no accident 
that, apart from London, it was the industrial regions, such as 
Lancashire, the Leeds area, Birmingham, Newcastle and Glasgow 
which possessed the most innovative engineering works of their day. 
The same applied to the chemical industry, among 
 others. 

The rising industrial regions also enjoyed 
important advantages in the accumulation of 
capital. Many works in the early stages, had to 
rely on the savings of their owners and their 
families, and on what they could plough back 
out of their own earnings. But as soon as they 
required outside capital, they found that 
attorneys and country bankers, who made it 
their business to invest the savings of their 
clients, trusted above all those known directly 
and personally to them - and these were 
businesses in their own region [10, 11]. Beyond 
it, the national banking system helped to 
channel trading capital, usually by means of the 
bill of exchange, from the country's surplus 
regions into the industrial centres. Altogether, 
personal knowledge and trust played a large 
part in a society of small firms, and these 
relationships were to be found almost entirely 
within the developing industrial regions. 
Employers' associations, price rings and cartels, 
as for example those in the iron trade and in 
coal mining, as well as trade unions, had a 
regional character. 

The industries and towns of the new 
growing concentrations also required an 
improved infrastructure. By the later 
eighteenth century, we can observe the 
thickening of the road network and the coaches 
and wagon services around such centres as 
Manchester, Birmingham and Leeds. 
Similarly, the canals were built mainly to ease 
the supply of coal and other bulky material to 
them, just as, some decades later, it is easy to 
locate the industrial regions by looking at a 
map of the railway network (see Map 2). Once 
built, these means of transport were bound to 
attract and benefit new firms, while in turn 
benefiting themselves from the boost to their 
traffic and incomes arising from them. 

As local government became democratised in the nineteenth 
century, regional interests were able to take over its control and use 
their powers to aid the industries of their region, as well as represent 
them, as pressure groups, to influence national legislation. Technical 
schools and colleges of art and design sprang up. Public lectures were 
given to serve the local and regional industrial concentrations. At a 
time when much of what was  

known as technology was still in the hands and brains of the workers, 
children were made aware early on of local industrial practices, as 
skills themselves were built up within a clearly demarcated regional 
labour force. 

Regions of this kind had no clear boundaries. Indeed, as 
industrialisation proceeded, they tended to expand outwards. But 
wherever censuses existed which classified people bv occupations, 
which was the case in Britain from 1841, the extent of their 
specialisation can be discerned without difficulty from the 
appropriate smallest territorial units listed in them. Censuses also 
show much faster population growth in those regions, and, not 
surprisingly, a much higher density of population. 

Incomes were higher in the industrial regions than elsewhere. 

Map 2. The completed railway network, c. 1 890.Source: Rex Pope (ed.), Atlas of British Social 
and Economic History since c. 1700 (London, Routledge 1989). 
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Regions as the dynamic source of 
growth 
It is evident that the regional approach will not explain everything. 
Apart from the immense importance of Government 
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(125), Lower Saxony (113) and the Rhineland-Westphalia province 
(106). The lowest incomes were received in the agrarian regions of 
East Elbia and Southern Germany. In the Austria- Hungarian 
Monarchy, Lower Austria, which contained Vienna, averaged 850 
crowns per head in 1900, and Bohemia, the most industrialised 
region, 761 crowns. Against this, the agrarian regions, Dalmatia and 
Galicia, averaged 264 crowns and 316 crowns respectively. 

Disadvantages of regional 
expansion 
Yet, beyond a certain point of development, the cumulative 
advantages of the industrial regions began to give out and turn into 
disadvantages, allowed at least some other regions to catch tip. Even 
in the fastest gro wth phase of the industrial revolution, the urban 
concentrations had shown frighteningly high death rates. Apart from 
the obvious dangers to life of certain occupations such as mining or 
working with lead, it was the polluted water supply, the insanitary 
and overcrowded housing and the spread of infectious diseases which 
contributed to that result. The urban authorities, even where they 
existed, were powerless to cope with the influx of people under the 
new conditions [13]. When in due course the local authorities began 
to learn to manage, other disadvantages showed themselves, 
including high rents and traffic congestion, smog and air pollution, 
while high wages and militant trade unions raised costs further and 
made the traditional location less attractive. 

Escape from the older industrial regions became relatively easier 
with the transition from steam to electric power from about the 
beginning of this century, onwards. As electric grids were being 
extended, enterprises could move away from the coalfields. At the 
same time, an increasing share of industrial employment shifted to 
more complex products, needing fewer bulk supplies with their high 
transport costs, while the relative demand for the old staple products 
declined, or were met from cheap labour countries. By the time of the 
inter-war period, several of the old industrial regions had become 
'depressed areas'. 

Interestingly enough, although most industries had become 
footloose, able to settle almost anywhere and choose pleasant green 
field sites, they s till continued to bunch. 'Silicon valley', a 
concentration of modern industry west of London, was matched by 
similar bunching along the French Mediterranean coast, or around 
Stuttgart. Conditions had changed a great deal since the days of the 
classic industrial revolution, but many of the external economics of 
the regionalisation of industry remained as powerful as ever. 

decisions, which tended to affect the economy at the country - wide 
level, and the influence of national characteristics and traditions, 
there were some changes, including the scientific revolution, the new 
coal-based, and later electricity-based and chemical, technologies, the 
democra6sation of society, and many others, which affected much of 
the western world simultaneously. World history, or European 
history, must be seen at a world or continental scale. 

Yet if we ask what really happened on the ground; what it was like 
to be a factory worker; how the limited supplies of capital and skills 
were assembled to create the immense human achievements which so 
impressed contemporaries; how societies, with their still primitive 
technology, managed to feed their bunched populations so much 
better than anything that had gone before; and how the 
entrepreneurial drive, unique in  history, was concentrated so 
effectively, we shall fail to find answers if we ignore the regional 
structure of western economies. The region was more than a 
convenient geographical classification. It provided much of the 
dynamic in some key phases of economic historic. 

 


