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In the historiography on long-run industrialization, the research focus remained largely on the factory-
based form of manufacturing. However, it is often neglected that the route to mechanization and factory 
production did not follow such a straightforward linear pattern. First, the concept of the high wage 
economy by Allen (2009) ignores the long-run existence of a domestic-based, labor-intensive 
production in the textiles sector in the rural hinterland of the first industrializer, as Humphries 
(Humphries 2011, Humphries and Schneider 2016) found evidence for the domestic hand spinning 
sector in England. Second, some have argued that the concept of proto-industrialization is considered to 
have outlived its usefulness (Marfany 2010) after approx. 35 years of debate since the publication of 
Mendels (1972). However, the effect of proto-industrialization in reducing hidden unemployment in the 
countryside (Ogilvie and Cerman 1996) and an increasing purchasing power in the rural hinterland (De 
Vries 2008) still holds ground. 
 
Therefore, the influence of the domestic-based or proto-industrial activities on the factory-based and 
mechanized modes of production has to be reviewed. Both factory-based and domestic-based production 
seems to have co-existed during the 19th and 20th century, to a certain degree even being complementary, 
with proto-industrial or domestic-based activities providing essential products or services to the factory-
based production. In order to shed new light on this debate, we will re-examine the proto-industrial or 
domestic-based production in the Netherlands and Belgium, with the latter including the region where 
the debate of proto-industrialization took off (Mendels 1972). 
 
In a first part, we will look at the relative importance of the factory-based, handicraft-based, and 
domestic-based manufacturing in two well-documented countries, i.e. Belgium and the Netherlands. In 
1820, 15 % of all employees in the manufacturing sector were employed in factory-based 
establishments, 48 % in handicraft-based and 36 % in domestic-based production. In 1900, this picture 
changed to 39 % in factory-based, 52 % in handicraft-based and only 9 % in domestic-based 
employment. Given the rapid industrialization process in Belgium (Mokyr 1976), this not only signals 
a gradual substitution to more factory-based employment in favor of domestic-based employment but 
also a drain of employees from domestic-based production to handicraft-based production. Additionally, 
we seem to find evidence to support the view of Berg and Hudson (1992), who credited the emergence 
of factories in specific sectors and regions to the earlier regional presence of domestic and handicraft 
businesses in the same sectors, leading to regional specialization. 
 
In a second part, we will examine through a case study how the largest center of domestic-based 
production in these countries, the textiles and apparel sectors in the provinces of East and West-Flanders, 
could survive until the beginning of the 20th century alongside the rapid industrialization process in this 
region and sector. Since the end of the 17th century, proto-industrial or domestic activities of spinning 
and weaving were important to the rural economy, most notably in the former county of Flanders 
(Vandenbroeke 1996, Ronsijn 2011). Although factory-based production did take off quickly in these 
regions, with 106 steam engines operating in the textiles sector of these provinces alone in 1850, 
domestic production persisted to exist until the beginning of the 20th century. For instance, according to 
the census of industry in 1896, while approx. 80 000 employees were working in textiles and apparel 
businesses on a labor force of approx. 204 000 employees in manufacturing in this region, approx. 43 
000 women were still employed in the domestic spinning manufacturing. 
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