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Abstract

Urban industry became the driving force of precocious economic progress in England up to the age of the

Industrial Revolution and beyond. The economic advantages of an urban setting for industrial production were

evident with access to intensive commercial activities and a large pool of skilled and unskilled labour. It was no

coincidence that productive industries, the cloth trade in particular, were concentrated in towns of various sizes.

However, our understanding can be further enriched by analysing them in the much wider social context of civic

society. The pursuit of good governance in corporate towns not only gave birth to complex socio-economic

organizations, such as craft guilds, but also helped manage the diffusion of technique through the enforcement of

apprenticeship. Moreover, the industries’ reliance on the female and immigrant elements of the workforce indi-

cates significant areas of ‘informality’ spread throughout the urban economy. The development of handicraft
industries, therefore, had much to do with the emergence of ‘formal’ and ‘informal’ spheres in corporate towns,
and can be regarded as a significant phase of Urban History as much as that of Economic History.
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