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Abstract 
 
 
This paper attempts to discuss the significance of both ‘traditional’, handicraft or domestic 

manufacturing and ‘modern’ or factory manufacturing on the debates of the Industrial Revolution, and 

presents how this combined process of adapting or disappearing ‘traditional’ manufacturing activities 

and attracting ‘modern’ manufacturing activities during the subsequent phases of industrialization 

played a large role for the later location of industry. Drawing on data for the Low Countries, it 

suggests how regional and temporal differences influenced the location of older manufacturing 

activities and newly emerging manufacturing activities. When taking a look at the emerging textiles 

sector in the Eastern Netherlands, we find that both handicraft-based employment increased 

simultaneously with factory-based employment, while often handicraft-based employment evolved to 

factory-based employment in this region which industrialized relatively late. However, when taking a 

look at the region where the ‘proto-industrialization’ debate took off, Northwestern Belgium 

experienced a sudden decline of the handicraft manufacturing sector after the 1820s which could not 

be absorbed by the rise of employment in the factories. Thus, the region was only able to overcome 

this shock in the labour market after the 1880s and as a consequence the location of factories did not 

emerge in the towns where initial handicraft companies were active. 
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1. Introduction 

The Industrial Revolution proved to be a watershed in human history by not just changing income 

levels, but also labour structures and even our world view. Thus, it is not surprising that this 

phenomenon is often referred to as the “advent”, “beginning” or “offspring” of modern economic 

growth. However, this radical increase in economic performance during the early 19th century, more 

specifically the performance of the manufacturing sector, has been viewed in two conflicting views in 

the current historiography: both as an extension of a pre-industrial past and as a radical change of the 

then-existing industrial structure. Not only did the Industrial Revolution affect the way in which we 

make products, but also the place where production takes place. Therefore, the question whether the 

industrialization process of the eighteenth and nineteenth centuries led to a geographical discontinuity 

or rather continuity for the location of industry seems to have captured the interest of both economic 

historians and economic geographers until present. The argument that some pre-industrial or so-called 

‘proto-industrial’ regions were able to attract new manufacturing activities laid the foundation of the 

popular hypothesis by Mendels (1972: 252) that the “development of a labour-intensive industry” 

acted as “the first phase of the industrialisation process” or in other words: the pre-industrial location 

of industry acted as a pull factor for modern factories.  

Indeed, one of the major claims of the proto-industrialisation thesis was its functional 

connection to the Industrial Revolution.	 Mendels (1972, 1982), as well as Kriedte, Medick and 

Schlumbohm (1981) argued that the proto-industrial phase facilitated an industrial revolution in 

several ways. It did so, among other reasons, by forming a large group of labourers practiced in 

handicrafts production, by forming a group of entrepreneurs, accumulating capital as well as 

entrepreneurial skills, and by generating technical knowledge available to the machine builders of the 

industrial age. For these and other reasons, proto-industrialisation “tended to propel regions in which it 

was found toward an industrial revolution, or at least it facilitated their adoption of mechanization.” 

(Mendels 1982: 80).  

 However, 35 years after the publication of Mendels, many economic historians consider that 

the concept of proto-industrialization has outlived its usefulness (e.g. Marfany 2010). In recent 

decades, studies have provided evidence how the newly-emerging factories radically broke with the 

previous manufacturing activities, not only in the way that products were produced but also in the 

location where these products were manufactured. Exemplary in this perspective, is the concept of the 

“high wage economy” by Allen (2009) which argued how high wages in England drove large 

companies to substitute capital for labour and thus be able to outcompete the smaller handicraft or 

domestic-based manufacturing businesses in the first industrial economy of the world. Most 

exemplary in this perspective, is the following piece of evidence of Pat Hudson, one of the experts of 

the British industrialization process: “Deindustrialisation was the fate of many areas of buoyant rural 
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industry which does much to undermine the general validity of the [proto-industrial] model. Only four 

out of ten proto-industrial areas in Britain proved sufficiently dynamic to move to the factory stage.” 

(Hudson 1990: 3). Given this evidence of Hudson, indeed, one might come to the conclusion that 

proto-industrialization did not play a role whatsoever in the later industrialization process, since in six 

cases the switch from ‘proto’ to ‘real’ industrialization was no success. 

 Nevertheless, a critical reader must also observe that in the example of Hudson, four proto-

industrial regions or activities were able to develop into a modern manufacturing sector. Indeed, 

oftentimes the presence of a previous proto-industrial or handicraft-based production created the basis 

for the emergence of a later factory-based production. For instance, whilst explaining the location of 

the cotton industry in Lancashire, Rose (1996: 15), Crafts and Wolf (2014: 1107) have pointed to the 

near-perfect geographical coincidence of 18th century rural fustian manufacture with the location of 

where the later modern cotton industry emerged. Moreover, it is not that the factories did fall 

completely out of the sky, but rather, “for decades the ‘modern’ sector was actually bolstered by, and 

derived from the ‘traditional’ sector, and not the reverse” (Berg and Hudson 1992: 31). Indeed, proto-

industrial and industrial activities often were complementary, with handicraft-based activities 

providing essential products or services to the factory-based production. Especially for sectors where 

human capital or skills of labourers was not of elementary importance for the production process, such 

as the manufacturing of textile products (e.g. Becker, Hornung and Woessman 2011; O’Rourke, 

Rahman and Taylor 2013; Philips, Foldvari and van Leeuwen 2017). Indeed, many economic 

historians have argued how dispersed forms of manufacturing did not suddenly disappear with the 

coming of the factory but remained for a long time viable as a way of absorbing cheap labour and 

producing specific types of goods, even into the 20th century and in advanced industrializing nations. 

For instance, Humphries (Humphries 2011, Humphries and Schneider 2016) and Muldrew (2012) 

recently criticized Allen’s concept of the “high wage economy”, claiming that the long-run co-

existence of a domestic-based, labour-intensive production of hand spinning in the textiles sector often 

laid the pathway to mechanization in the rural hinterland of the first industrializer. 

 Thus, the reader is left with a highly polarized view, with one group claiming the emergence 

of new manufacturing activities created an unprecedented shock to the map of industrial activities, 

while another group claims that the newly founded factories chose to locate near centres of pre-

industrial activities. It is beyond the scope of this paper to solve all these debates. However, we 

attempt to explore how during the 19th century, regions attracted newly-emerging factory-based 

industries in times when handicraft-based industries either adapted or disappeared. We investigate 

Mendels’ 1972 claim that “modem industry tended to locate itself then, even when a change in product 

specialization was involved, in the regions where there had been· handicraft industry before” (Mendels 
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1972: 246). We do this, as Mendels suggested in 1982, by looking for a spatial correlation between 

proto-industrial regions and regions developing modern industries (Mendels 1982: 88). 

For this, we will deploy a two-sided perspective. In section 2, we present an (imperfect) 

measurement of the employment in factory-based and handicraft-based industries, to test in section 3 

the relationship between both factory-based and handicraft-based manufacturing over the regions of 

the Netherlands and Belgium during the 1820 – 1930 period. Next, we present evidence from two 

regional test cases within these countries. In section 4, we study a region (the Eastern Netherlands) 

where the shift from handicraft businesses to factories matched closely a linear pattern of substitution. 

In section 5, we present a region (East Flanders) where the disappearance of the handicraft activities 

could not be absorbed by the local demand for factory labour, causing a temporary de-industrialization 

and relocation of industry. In section 6, we end with a brief conclusion. 

2. Shift from handicraft to factory in the Low Countries 

Every attempt to reconcile the debate about the emergence of ‘industrial’ activities and the 

disappearance of ‘pre-industrial’ manufacturing activities is faced with a particular challenge: defining 

both seemingly contrasting groups of manufacturing activities. Over the last decades, historians and 

economists used a wide range of contrasting terms, among which ‘new’ versus ‘old’, ‘modern’ versus 

‘traditional’, ‘proto-industry’ versus ‘industry’, ‘non-innovative’ versus ‘innovative’. Although proto-

industry originally was defined by Mendels (1973: 252) as “a labour-intensive industry”, this term has 

become problematic as it became associated in the last 35 years with broader socio-economic changes 

such as urbanization, demographical transitions, or pauperization. Other studies followed the division 

between labour-intensive and capital-intensive industries, as the introduction of steam engines often 

introduced the shift from ‘old’ to ‘new’ industry. Of course, this last definition is problematic, as both 

groups use both capital and labour, only to different degrees. Additionally, recently this definition is 

put in a different daylight by authors who claimed that industrialization in Asia was characterized by a 

high level of labour intensity as opposed to a capital-intensive industrialization in Northwestern 

Europe (Sugihara 2003, Austin and Sugihara 2013). Therefore, we decided to follow a new 

subdivision, following a definition derived from the original census records (see below), that has not 

been used in large debates until now: the division between factory-based employment and handicraft-

based employment. To measure both groups in the Dutch and Belgian regions, we designed the 

following three-sided method. 

 First, we collect data on employment in the different manufacturing sectors. For 1820, we use 

Brugmans (1956) and the revised supplement of Dansma, De Meere and Noordegraaf (1979). Both 

sources include data from the industrial census conducted on 31 December 1819 in the former Dutch 

and Belgian United Kingdom of the Netherlands. For 1850, we use the Belgian industry census of 
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1846. Because this census mainly contains the number of employees working in larger factories, we 

combine the data with the occupational statistics from the population census to include the Belgian 

handicraft and domestic industry. For the Netherlands in 1850, we use the number of employees in the 

occupational records of the population census of 1849. For 1900, we use the Belgian industry census 

of 1896, which includes a detailed account on all manufacturing employment. Because no data exist 

for the Netherlands around this period, we rely on manufacturing data, which were routinely included 

in the local municipal reports. Again, to avoid an incomplete image of the total manufacturing sector, 

we cross-checked our data for 1896 in both countries with the occupational records in their respective 

population censuses. For 1930, we used the first Census of Companies in the Netherlands of 1930 and 

the Belgian Census of Industry of 1937 again corrected by the occupational records in the population 

censuses. 

 A second step is dividing this census employment data in two groups of industrial activity. We 

decided to follow the specific subdivision in the Dutch municipal reports of 1896 into two kinds of 

companies: factories (fabrieken) or establishments where either more than 20 people were employed 

or an operating steam engine was active and handicraft companies (ambachten) where less than 20 

people were employed and no operating steam engine was active. Thus, we extrapolate this 

subdivision over a “factory-based industry” and a “handicraft-based” industry in the aforementioned 

sources. Each of the aforementioned industrial censuses recorded per regional unit (municipality) and 

per sectoral unit (sector in manufacturing) not only the number of businesses and employees, but also 

the number of steam engines. Therefore, we decided per regional and sectoral unit where the ratio 

employees/businesses is over 20 or a steam engine is registered, to label the employment as “factory” 

and the others as “handicraft”. Three exceptions concern the census of 1820 for Belgium and the 

Netherlands and the Belgian census of 1850, since these sources do not present data on the municipal 

level but on the provincial level. Therefore, here might have existed a greater distortion in the data, 

although these would be minimal given the low amount of operating steam engines during this period. 

 Merely collecting this data is insufficient given the changes in industrial classification 

schemes that took place over time. Hence, thirdly, we did reclassify all sectors according to the 

International Standard Industrial Classification of All Economic Activities (ISIC), revision 4. Hence, 

we categorize five different groups of manufacturing sector groups: the manufacture of food and 

tobacco products (ISIC divisions 10 – 12)1, clothing and leather products (ISIC divisions 13 – 15)2, 

wood and paper products (ISIC divisions 16 – 18)3, chemical and refined products (ISIC divisions 19 

																																																								
1 This includes the following ISIC revision 4 divisions: (10) manufacture of food products, (11) manufacture of beverages, 
and (12) manufacture of tobacco products. 
2 This includes the following ISIC revision 4 divisions: (13) manufacture of textiles, (14) manufacture of wearing apparel, 
(15) manufacture of leather and related products. 
3 This includes the following ISIC revision 4 divisions: (16) manufacture of wood and of products of wood and cork, except 
furniture; manufacture of articles of straw and plaiting materials, (17) manufacture of paper and paper products, and (18) 
printing and reproduction of recorded media. 
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– 23)4, metals and machinery or equipment products (ISIC divisions 24 – 28)5, and transport or other 

products (ISIC divisions 29 – 33).6 

 Of course, even with careful consideration of these three steps, our outlined method faces 

limitations. First, we are only able to present a demarcation between factory and handicraft 

employment, while both groups were very heterogeneous. For instance, so does the handicraft 

employment not only contain small business owners, but also domestic workers, people working in 

putting out systems, sweat shops, or other different labour situations. However, we hope to elaborate 

on this heterogeneity more in our two test cases presented in sections 4 and 5. Second, following our 

definition of ‘handicraft-based’ employment, ‘handicraft enterprises’ would still exist today, 

presenting thus a definition only suitable for describing changes during this specific time period and 

regions. Although, few to very few enterprises would fit this definition as the manufacturing sector 

experienced large scale expansion and automatization. Third, we only present data on labour 

(employment) for measuring the size of the factory and handicraft sector. Factories were able to use 

labour and capital more efficiently and reach higher productivity or production levels, or as Studwell 

(2013: 134-135) puts it: “no big countries ... have become rich off the back of small firms”. Therefore, 

we must mention that we do not want to overstate the economic relevance of the handicraft 

employment by looking only at labour and not capital, rather do we want to inquire how each of the 

presented groups are represented in labour force statistics.  

 The fourth major limitation is that our method of dividing the census data in handicraft and 

factory employment was done based on aggregated data, while individual business data would have 

been preferred. In other words: if there was a case where in a given municipality and census sector 

both factory and handicraft enterprises have been operating, all employment would have been merged 

in the largest category. This would have happened more in the case of the 1820 sample of the 

Netherlands and the 1820 and 1850 sample of Belgium, as both samples did not contain any statistics 

on the municipal level but only on the provincial level, therefore making possible problems of 

aggregation even greater. The perfect source material for using our source would be samples which 

registered direct business level data, which only fitted our statistics for the Netherlands in 1900 based 

on the 1890s Dutch municipal reports. In order to determine the error margin of our aggregated census 

data in measuring factory and handicraft employment, we aggregated all data of these statistics to 

aggregated data as the other sources and found that an error margin of 8,7 % existed. Therefore, it is 

																																																								
4 This includes the following ISIC revision 4 divisions: (19) manufacture of coke and refined petroleum products, (20) 
manufacture of chemicals and chemical products, (21) manufacture of basic pharmaceutical products and pharmaceutical 
preparations, (22) manufacture of rubber and plastics products, and (23) manufacture of other non-metallic mineral products. 
5 This includes the following ISIC revision 4 divisions: (24) manufacture of basic metals, (25) manufacture of fabricated 
metal products, except machinery and equipment, (26) manufacture of computer, electronic and optical products, (27) 
manufacture of electrical equipment, and (28) manufacture of machinery and equipment n.e.c. . 
6 This includes the following ISIC revision 4 divisions: (29) manufacture of motor vehicles, trailers and semi-trailers, (30) 
manufacture of other transport equipment, (31) manufacture of furniture, (32) other manufacturing, and (33) repair and 
installation of machinery and equipment. 



	 8 

clear that our method is most definitely an imperfect measurement of both types of industry. However, 

clearly, this method allows us to present a well-defined division between new and old manufacturing 

sectors within a relatively small margin of error. Moreover, this presents a definition not the product 

from a contemporary historian but from the viewpoint of the 19th century census creator.  

Table 1. Factory-based and handicraft-based employment in industry in the Low Countries 

 1820 1850 1890 1930 
the Netherlands     
Factory-based 8,34 % 12,91 % 14,56 % 47,46 % 
Handicraft-based 91,66 % 87,09 % 85,44 % 52,54 % 
Belgium     
Factory-based 11,23 % 16,86 % 35,14 % 66,23 % 
Handicraft-based 88,77 % 83,14 % 64,86 % 33,77 % 

 

 The result of this three-sided method is presented in table 1, where we gathered the data over 

both the Netherlands and Belgium in each of the aforementioned benchmark years. In general, over 

the 1820 – 1930 period, factory-based production comprised gradually more of the employment share 

than the handicraft-based production. Belgium seems to have pursued this path of substitution earlier 

than the Netherlands, which corresponds to the publications that pointed to an earlier industrialization 

process in Belgium than its northern neighbour (e.g. Mokyr 1976). Not only did Belgium start from an 

advanced position, it also appears to have been able to maintain this position over the Netherlands 

consistently during the 1820 – 1930 period. 

Figure 1. Distribution between factory and handicraft over manufacturing sectors 

 

 However, when taking a look at the relative shares over different manufacturing sector groups 

in figure 1, the shift from a handicraft-based economy to a factory-based economy becomes more 

problematic. There appear to be two sectors where a linear shift from handicraft to factory-based 
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employment clearly was present: the textiles and leather products and the chemical and refined 

products. In three of the other sectoral groups – the food and tobacco products, the wood and paper 

products, the transport and other products – a temporal increase of handicraft companies in the 1850 – 

1890 period significantly decreased the relative share of factory-based employment. Interestingly 

enough, in the case of the metal and equipment products sector, this increase of handicraft companies 

occurred in the 1890 – 1930 period. Thus, it is clear that some sectors did not experience a 

straightforward increase of larger factory employment but often both handicraft-based and factory-

based employment rose, with sometimes the first increasing more than the latter. 

3. Regional shifts from handicraft to factory employment 

Bearing in mind this high deviation over manufacturing sectors in the shift from a mostly handicraft-

based industry sector to a factory-based industry sector, one might wonder how this affected the 

relative distribution of factory-based and handicraft-based labour over regions. In order to divide the 

territory of the Netherlands and Belgium in regions, we follow the geographical subdivision of NUTS-

2 (Nomenclature des unités territoriales statistiques or Classification of Territorial Units for 

Statistics) designed by the European Union which presents a geographical breakdown based on 

geographical, economic, cultural and historical criteria. This geographical subdivision splits both 

countries in eight different regions: the Northern Netherlands (provinces of Drenthe, Friesland, 

Groningen), the Eastern Netherlands (provinces of Gelderland and Overijssel), the Southern 

Netherlands (provinces of Limburg and Noord-Brabant), the Western Netherlands (provinces of 

Noord-Holland, Utrecht, Zeeland, Zuid-Holland). For splitting Belgium into regions, we deviated 

slightly from NUTS-2, in order to divide the country into four instead of three regions: Northeastern 

Belgium (provinces of Oost-Vlaanderen and West-Vlaanderen), Northwestern Belgium (provinces of 

Antwerpen, Brabant and Limburg), Southeast Belgium (provinces of Liège and Luxembourg), and 

Southwest Belgium (provinces of Hainaut and Namur). Figure 2 shows the result of this geographical 

breakdown. 
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Figure 2. Map of regions and provinces in Belgium and the Netherlands 
 

 
 

 Figure 3 depicts these results for one particular sector: the textiles and leather sectors. For 

most regions, these sectors were the largest supplier of employment in the manufacturing sector during 

the 19th century. While figure 1 depicted a linear transition from handicraft to factory employment in 

the textiles and leather sector, in Figure 3 we notice how in most of the regions the relative share of 

factories increased in their employment numbers. However, huge differences over regions seem to 

have been hidden by this general trend, with some regions substantially deviating from the trend line. 

For instance, the share in Southeast Belgium remained almost stable throughout the 19th century, 

thanks to its early adoption of steam engines. In Southwest Belgium and the Eastern Netherlands, we 

notice how a large labour force was in fact already employed in factories but diminished by 1850, the 

result of an increased relative share of handicraft businesses during 1820 – 1850. 
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Figure 3. Shares of factory-based employment in textiles and leather sectors over regions 

 

 In appendix, we have reported the total employment in both factory-based and handicraft-

based employment over the different sectors and regions in table 2, factory-based and handicraft-based 

employment relative to the total labour force in table 3 and factory-based and handicraft-based 

employment relative to total employment in the manufacturing sector in table 4. Disregarding the 

general trends, different sectors appear to have been the largest factory or handicraft manufacturing 

sector in a given region. The results of tables 2 – 4 hint to a sector-specific specialization over regions, 

such as the metal sector in Southwest Belgium, the food sector in the Western Netherlands, the textiles 

sector in Northwest Belgium. Not only does this regional pattern of specialization seem to have been 

present in 1820, but given the higher differences over regions in 1930, these patterns of specialization 

over regions seem to have increased by 1930. 

 As a result, each region approached the gradual shift from a handicraft to factory-based 

economy in different circumstances. In figure 4, we reported for each region their absolute number of 

both handicraft-based and factory-based employees in 1820, 1850, 1890, and 1930. Based on these 

figures, we notice how not only factory-based employment but also handicraft-based employment 

seems to have grown over all Dutch and Belgian regions in the 1820 – 1890 period. The first Industrial 

Revolution caused over most Belgian and Dutch regions growth in both factory-based and handicraft-

based industry, while the factory/handicraft ratio did not present large changes. The second Industrial 

Revolution (period 1890 – 1930) faced an increase in the factory-based employment, with handicraft-

based employment only increasing small or remaining constant. Therefore, the factory-

based/handicraft-based ratio permanently shifted in favour of factory-based employment during 1890 - 

1930. 
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Figure 4. Regional combinations of factory-based and handicraft-based employment 
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 In a few regions, there was an absolute decline of employment in the handicraft industry 

during 1850 - 1890: Northern Netherlands, Western Netherlands, Northwest-Belgium, Southeast 

Belgium, Southwest Belgium. In all these cases except one, this absolute decline of handicraft industry 

was absorbed by large increases in the factory industry. However, in one rather exceptional case, 

factory industry was unable to absorb the decrease of handicraft industry: Northwest-Belgium during 

1850 – 1890. Here, we notice an abrupt change in the factory/handicraft ratio where the increase in 

factory-based employment was unable to absorb the significant decline in handicraft-based 

employment. 

 Therefore, in the next paragraph, we decided to select two very divergent regions: one region 

which fitted the pattern that most regions followed in figures 3 and 4 and one region which radically 

broke with this general regional pattern. In section 4, we discuss the Eastern Netherlands which 

resembled closely the general pattern, as the region had a growing employment in factory-based and 

handicraft-based employment with a stable increasing importance of factories, in both all 

manufacturing products or the textiles and leather products in particular. In section 5, we discuss 

Northwestern Belgium which clearly diverged from the general pattern: it faced a relative and absolute 

decline of its handicraft-based employment and therefore made an abrupt de-industrialization only 

later followed by an increase in factory-based employment Moreover, since Northwestern Belgium 

was the region that inspired Mendels’ (1972) thesis on proto-industrialization, we can revisit his 

theory approximately 35 years after its publication, now with systematic data. 

4. Shifts from handicraft to factory in the textiles sector in the Eastern Netherlands 

The infertile sandy grounds of the Eastern Netherlands preserved one characteristic throughout the 

medieval and early modern economic history of this Dutch region: average agricultural productivity 

and wages were always distinctly lower compared to those of other provinces in the Republic (e.g. 

Hendrickx 1997; De Vries and Van Der Woude 1997: 225). One way to cope with the relative 

pauperization within the region, involved migrating or working on a seasonal basis in the more 

prosperous Western part of the country (Van Lottum 2007; Van Bochove 2008). Another escape route 

from poverty for local farmers was, to pick up part-time activities next to their agricultural work, such 

as bleaching, weaving, and spinning textile products (Hendrickx 1993; Mastboom 1996). Specifically, 

in the northeastern and southeastern areas of this region - the Twente countryside and the Achterhoek 

– this activity found increasing favour among the local population (Van Bath 1961; Trompetter 1997). 

Initially, most of these families sold their goods to travelling merchants, initially mostly originating 

from the nearby German North Rhine-Westphalia region. The activity became so widespread that in 

1641, the first guild of linen weaving opened in the city of Enschede (Mastboom 1994). Since the 

middle of the 17th century, merchants started supplying basic products to families to manufacture the 

goods at their own homes, after which they were collected by the merchants to sell them (Boot 1964: 



	 14 

18; Boot 1966: 22). This putting out system flourished, as demand started to increase rapidly in the 

nearby Holland region and the local supply of flax became insufficient to the degree that it was 

imported from different corners of Germany and the Netherlands (Boot 1975: 21). 

Table 5. Employment and average wages for domestic weaving of linen in the Kingdom of the 
Netherlands in 18197 
 

Province in the 
Kingdom of the 
Netherlands 

Average daily 
wage for weaving 
of linen, in cents 

Number of 
employees, male 
and female 

Number of child 
employees (aged 6 – 
12), male and female 

West-Vlaanderen (B) 38 28 002 75 
Oost-Vlaanderen (B) 43 30 386 173 
Antwerpen (B) 46 969 0 
Limburg (B/NL) 47 1 503 0 
Luxembourg (B) 50 1 500 0 
Liège (B) 53 195 0 
Overijssel (NL) 54 661 0 
Zuid-Brabant (B) 58 209 0 
Friesland (NL) 60 198 0 
Drenthe (NL) 60 98 0 
Namur (B) 61 428 33 
Groningen (NL) 62 263 3 
Noord-Brabant (NL) 63 1 792 20 
Gelderland (NL) 63 294 3 
Hainaut (B) 68 563 100 
Utrecht (NL) 70 25 0 
Zeeland (NL) 81 24 0 
Zuid-Holland (NL) 86 60 7 
Noord-Holland (NL) 101 127 75 

 

 When taking a look at table 5, the Overijssel province appears to have been the 2nd largest 

producer of woven textile fabrics within the Republic by the beginning of the 19th century, after the 

province of Noord Brabant. However, after the Northern Netherlands were merged together with 

Belgium under the Kingdom of the Netherlands after the Congress of Vienna (1815), activity in the 

textile manufacturing in the Eastern Netherlands faced competition from the Southern or Belgian 

provinces. Not only were the largest regions in terms of domestic weaving - West-Vlaanderen and 

Oost-Vlaanderen – located in the south, average wages there also appear to have been the lowest. 

Nonetheless, the average wage in Overijssel appears to have been the lowest in the North, again 

confirming the view as a low wage regional economy (Mastboom 1994). 

  

																																																								
7 Source: Brugmans, I.J. (1956). Statistieken van de Nederlandse Nijverheid uit de eerste helft der 19e eeuw. Den Haag, 
Martinus Nijhoff, 247 – 417. 
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Figure 5. Employment in the textiles and leather manufacturing sectors (ISIC 13 – 15) in the 
Eastern Netherlands (1857) 
 

 
 

 However, in 1830, the Belgian Revolution and the end of the Kingdom of the Netherlands 

marked the beginning of an unforeseen period of economic growth for the region, and more 

specifically for the textiles industry. The history of the Netherlands Trading Society (Nederlandsche 

Handel-Maatschappij) is ideally suited to explain this transition. Founded in 1824 by King Willem I, 

the society was created with the purpose of providing investments and supporting services in the 

newly created Kingdom of the Netherlands for export-oriented and promising enterprises. Until 1830, 

the company bought most of its textiles on the southern or soon-to-be Belgium market, specifically 

from the Ghent textiles scene. However, after Belgium left the Kingdom of the Netherlands, the 

Society turned to the Twente area for establishing a new development area for textiles, given its 

potential as a low-wage, populous region well located between two centres with great market 

potential: Dutch Holland and the German North Rhine-Westphalia region. Indeed, De Jonge (1968), 

Mokyr (1976), and Griffiths (1979) brought forward that the particular low wages in Overijssel and 

Gelderland is the major reason why industry took off in this region, while high wages prevented 

industrial growth elsewhere in the Netherlands. 

 It is no surprise that in 1830, the first steam engine in the Eastern Netherlands came to be 

introduced in the spinning company Hofkes in the city of Almelo (Griffiths: 120). By 1850, nine out of 

the hundred-eighty municipalities in the Eastern Netherlands were able to attract factories with 

operating steam engines. Based on Figure 5, it appears that three minor cities in the region could be 

considered as most important: Enschede (together with the surrounding municipality of Lonneker), 

Almelo, and Deventer with a relative balance between each of them (Mastboom 1996). Although 
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handicraft-based employment could be found somewhat all over the region, it seems that most of the 

employment in this sector was indeed located in the northeast of the region, more specifically the 

Twente area in close proximity to the cities of Almelo and Enschede. 

Figure 6. Employment in the textiles and leather manufacturing sectors (ISIC 13 – 15) in the 
Eastern Netherlands (1896) 
 

 
 
 By 1890, the relative equality between the three centres of textile production in the region 

changed into an imbalance. Although the employment in the textiles and leather factories rose in both 

handicraft and factory in all three cities, Almelo and Enschede did grow more than Deventer. Even 

more, both in terms of employment numbers (3009 versus 4180 employees) and in terms of operating 

steam engines (19 versus 40), by 1890 Almelo had become the smaller brother in comparison to 

Enschede. The success of Enschede could be somewhat surprising, considering that the city did face a 

backlash during this period: on May 7 in 1862, the city centre was completely burned down, after a 

fire broke out in one of the many wooden houses in its working-class neighbourhood. Although all 

factories and steam engines went up in flames as well, the city seemed to be highly resistant: the 

demolition of the town did make a lot of space for the rapid emergence of new factories and the 

construction of a railroad in 1866. The firm Van Heek is one of the best examples: the factory chose to 

build in the newly-constructed city centre a mile-long factory complex near the railroad, thus 

providing a direct connection to ship the goods directly to Germany or Holland. 

 Not only factories were on the rise in the region, handicraft-based employment also grew 

substantially during 1850 – 1890. While it was mostly concentrated in the Twente area in 1850, by 

1890 the earlier noted relative rise of the handicraft-based employment in favour of the factory-based 
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employment in the region caused the employment to spread like an oilslick among the smaller towns 

in Overijssel and Gelderland. Mostly the municipalities in the Veluwe area in the west, the Achterhoek 

in the southeast and the countryside near the Maas and Peel close to the city of Nijmegen benefitted 

from emerging handicraft businesses. Interestingly enough, by 1890 factory employment did not seem 

to have emerged in these areas and given the non-aggregated data we used for this benchmark year 

(see section 2), it is certain that only small and medium enterprises which did not make use of steam 

opened in these areas. Comparing the Twente area in figures 5 and 6, the rich handicraft-based 

employment in the municipalities around Enschede seems to have disappeared by 1890. This pattern 

suggests a “drying up” process, with handicraft businesses closing as a result of the factory-based 

success in Enschede and labourers leaving the smaller handicraft enterprises in favour of starting jobs 

in the larger factories of Enschede. 

Figure 7. Employment in the textiles and leather manufacturing sectors (ISIC 13 – 15) in the 
Eastern Netherlands (1930) 
 

 
 
 

 By 1930, the importance of the Twente area or the cities of Enschede and Almelo for the 

production of textiles had - relatively speaking - diminished. The handicraft-based employment of 

1890 appears to have successfully developed into centres of factory-based employment in the three 

aforementioned areas - the Veluwe area, the Achterhoek area, and the Nijmegen area - where 

handicraft-based employment during 1850 – 1890 had arisen. Again, a ‘drying up process’ appears to 

have taken place, with the former municipalities where handicraft-based employment had grown 

during 1850 – 1890, all leading to factory-based employment in one or a few municipalities. In the 

area of Maas and Peel, the city of Nijmegen and to a lesser degree Ubbergen, Groesbeek and Wijchen 
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introduced factories thanks to attracting the labour from former handicraft-based businesses in its 

surroundings. The larger cities of Zutphen and Deventer and a few other municipalities close to the 

IJssel river benefited from the rise in handicraft-based employment during 1850 – 1890 in the Veluwe 

area. Lastly, in the Achterhoek area, all the handicraft-based employment went to its most southern 

municipalities, most notably Winterswijk, Aalten, and Doetinchem. The city of Zwolle and its 

surroundings seem to have grown substantially, where the relative demise of the Twente area and the 

disappearance of the handicraft-based employment in the Veluwe probably positively influenced 

growth of the manufacturing sector in this area. 

5. Shifts from handicraft to factory in the textiles sector in Northwest Belgium 

In Flanders (Northwest Belgium, the provinces of East and West Flanders), during the first half of the 

nineteenth century, the linen industry was by far the most important industrial occupation, with ca. 

250.000 to 300.000 people involved. This made Flanders the most heavily industrialised area of the 

Netherlands, even though this activity was almost entirely handicraft-based (cfr. Table 2 in Annex). 

While the 1846 industrial census did not include domestic industries, statistics on the linen industry 

were compiled on several occasions between 1840 and 1846. To locate involvement in the linen 

industry within Flanders, we used the returns at the municipal level of 1840 for West Flanders and 

1843 for East Flanders8. 

 The total number of spinners and weavers, according to these data, is in line with other 

sources: 50.667 weavers and 212.566 spinners, together over 260.000 people. These numbers do not 

include people preparing raw flax (heckling and scutching), which counted ca. 60.000 people in 1840 

(Gubin 1983). Within Flanders, there was an outspoken regional division of labour regarding 

involvement in the linen industry. The main activities, spinning and weaving, were concentrated in 

inland Flanders, particularly the countryside surrounding Tielt, Oudenaarde, Geraardsbergen, Aalst 

and Ghent (Figure 8 and 9). Flax cultivation took place all over inland Flanders, but was more 

prominent outside the core area of the industry, in the regions of Kortrijk and Sint-

Niklaas/Dendermonde. Finally, coastal Flanders was a predominantly agricultural region, neither 

involved in spinning or weaving, nor in growing flax. (Mendels 1975, Soens and Thoen 2015, Ronsijn 

2013). 

  

																																																								
8 For comparability reasons, we could not use the 1840 data for East Flanders. The 1840 linen census in West Flanders listed 
the total number of spinners and weavers; in East Flanders it listed the number of spinning wheel and looms within families 
having the linen industry as their main source of income. The 1843 linen census in East Flanders does list the total number of 
spinners and weavers. 
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Figure 8. Employment in the linen industry in Northwestern Belgium (1840/43): spinners per 
100 inhabitants 
 

 
 
Figure 9. Employment in the linen industry in Northwestern Belgium (1840/43): weavers per 100 
inhabitants 
 

 
 

 These figures probably show the linen industry at its peak in terms of absolute number of 

people involved. By the middle of the nineteenth century, the industry was in deep crisis. Difficulties 

in the linen industry became clear in 1825, and the crisis further aggravated after 1837 (Jacquemyns 

1929: 127-129; Kint 1989: 344-347). In 1825, France elevated its import duties on linen cloth. After 

its independence in 1830, Belgium negotiated with France to obtain more favourable tariffs. This 

resulted in the agreement of 1836, which opened France to linen products at low import duties. 

However, the new tariffs were valid for English products too, and English mechanical products soon 

flooded France (Sabbe 1975: 299-302, 317-327, 340-341, 349-357; Jacquemyns 1929: 148-149). 

Using modern production technology, England was able to deliver goods of better quality, at lower 

prices. This was the principle cause behind the fast decline of Flemish artisanal spinning and weaving 
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from the 1830s onwards (Jacquemyns 1929: 68, 75-83, 129-130, 140-146, 157-160; Sabbe 1975: 345, 

349-357; Kint 1989: 343-344). 

Despite all efforts (including painstaking trade negotiations with France to obtain favourable 

import tariffs) (Jacquemyns 1929: 147-153, 165-170; Sabbe 1975: 397-470, 525-532), the domestic, 

artisanal linen industry was unable to withstand modern mechanical competition. Sabbe (1975) 

distinguishes two stages in the decline of the industry: first the decline of manual spinning, later the 

decline of manual weaving. After the process of mechanically spinning flax was perfected in the 

1830s, artisanal weavers slowly but increasingly switched to mechanically spun yarn for their cloth. 

As mechanical yarn was generally of better quality than homespun yarn, the switch to mechanical yarn 

also improved the quality of the weaver’s cloth. After the subsistence crisis of the middle of the 1840s, 

weaving with homespun yarn soon disappeared. Weaving with mechanical yarn held out until about 

1860, when it became clear that this innovation would not suffice to compete with mechanical 

weaving. However, the production of raw material, scutched flax, remained important in Flanders, 

particularly in the regions of Kortrijk and Sint-Niklaas (Sabbe 1975: 345-347, 500-501, 506-507, 542-

553; Jacquemyns 1929: 90-92). 

Figure 10. Proportion of the area under cultivation occupied by flax in East and West Flanders, 
by municipality (1846) 
 

 
 

The collapse in trade volumes of cloth sold at public markets testifies to the difficulties in the 

sector. From more than 220.000 pieces of cloth sold at the main linen markets in 1841, trade declined 

to less than 20.000 in 1868 (Sabbe 1975: 630). Still, this decline is also symptomatic of its 

reorganisation. Up to the middle of the nineteenth century, most spinners and weavers had been 

independent producers, often at the same time tilling land for themselves and seasonally performing 

agricultural labour for local farmers with larger holdings (Haagen 1983). Starting in the 1830s and 

accelerating in the 1840s, they gradually became dependent workers, within the system of travail à 
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façon, i.e. putting-out. This development was mainly related to the shift from manually spun yarn to 

mechanical yarn. Weavers, instead of using manually spun yarn produced by their wives or daughters, 

or bought at local markets, were supplied by merchants with mechanically spun yarn. The cloth they 

produced with that yarn was no longer sold at the public markets but delivered to the merchant for 

whom they worked (Jacquemyns 1929: 160-164, 201-202; Sabbe 1975: 506-515). 

The 1896 industrial census revealed there were only 9876 people left weaving flax, and 

another 8150 weaving cotton or flax, as domestic workers for the account of entrepreneurs, i.e.as 

labourers working in a putting-out system. Blanchard, in his 1906 study on Flanders, wrote that these 

were mainly elderly people, hanging on the work they had done since their youth. He believed the 

days of domestic weaving were number, as the development of machine weaving proceeded 

(Blanchard 1906: 378-390). Yet while domestic weaving had shrunk considerably, domestic industry 

still remained important. Defined as people performing domestic labour for the account of 

entrepreneurs, there were 78.252 domestic workers counted in Flanders in 1896, and 103.731 in 1910 

(Verhaegen 1961: 311). Almost all of these were active in textile production, the majority of them 

being women lace makers. The number of lace makers dropped from about 150.000 ca. 1870, to 

43.649 in 1896, rising to 77.157 in 1910 (Verhaegen 1961: 311; Vanhaute 1994: 476). 

Figure 11. Employment in the textiles and leather manufacturing sectors (ISIC 13 – 15) in 
Northwestern Belgium (1896) 
 

 
 
 

Handicraft-based industries therefore still dominated textile manufacturing in Flanders, even 

though factory-based employment in the sector had grown modestly and handicraft-based employment 

had declined dramatically (see Table 2 in Annex). Factory-based textile production expanded outside 

the former core area of proto-industrial production (see Figure 11). Apart from Ghent and other cities 

such as Aalst or Ronse, large numbers of people were employed in factory-based textile production in 
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the former flax-producing areas: the region of Sint-Niklaas/Dendermonde and Kortrijk. Figure 11 

probably underestimates the extent of factory-based employment near Kortrijk, as it is based on the 

1896 industrial census and only includes people employed by Belgian companies. Large numbers of 

people from villages south of Kortrijk crossed the border to work in French industries in Lille, 

Roubaix and Tourcoing. Thousands of people in these regions commuted every day or every week to 

their work, as revealed by data on the number of season tickets supplied by railways stations in these 

districts. The population of the border towns of Menen, Wervik and Mouscron boomed around the 

turn of the century (Demasure 2011; Mahaim 1910: 70-71). 

Although further research is needed, the expansion of factory-based industry in Flanders has 

probably few direct links with the previous phase of proto-industrialisation. The Ghent cotton industry 

developed without significant contributions of labourers from proto-industrial villages; instead, most 

of the workforce seems to have been recruited among the urban proletariat (Thoen 2001: 142-143). 

Likewise, there is reason to believe that modern industries in Sint-Niklaas and surrounding villages, 

which developed starting from the second half of the eighteenth century, mainly employed people 

from nearby, rather than from the proto-industrial areas (Ronsijn 2013: 111-112). Only around 1900, 

modern factories in Flanders began to expand beyond the city of Ghent. Industrialists established new 

factories in the countryside, where wages were lower and workers more acquiescent, while in Ghent 

they faced high wages and an increasingly organised labour force (Verhaegen 1961:	 231-234, 271, 

293-294, 306-312, 316-317). 

As Thoen (2001: 142-145) has argued, industrialization in Flanders was limited as long as the 

‘commercial survival economy’ remained vibrant, which it remained until the beginning of the 

twentieth century despite the crisis of 1845-47. The commercial survival economy on inland Flanders 

rested on combining smallholding agriculture with income from agricultural work for larger farmers 

and spinning and weaving (Thoen 2001, Vanhaute 2007). This coping mechanism was under severe 

stress in the second quarter of the century, as for many households’ loss of income from proto-

industrial work also meant loss of land. However, in the last decades of the nineteenth century, many 

Flemish households seized new opportunities: not only different types of domestic industry provided 

employment, there was also seasonal migration to work in agricultural in Wallonia and France, and 

weekly or daily commuting to industrial areas. Simultaneously, levels of landlessness declined. As a 

consequence, rural households could again combine smallholding agriculture with other sources of 

income (Ronsijn forthcoming). 
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Figure 12. Domestic industries (1910) and seasonal migration labour to France (ca. 1910) in 
Northwestern Belgium 
 

 
 

Figure 12 shows involvement in domestic industries and the villages supplying most seasonal 

migrant workers to France in 1910. Figure 13 shows the balance between the number of agricultural 

professions (from the 1895 agricultural census) and the number of industrial professions (reported in 

the 1900 population census) at the local level (Nicolaï 1919). To a large extent, the area where 

households combined farming for their own account with domestic industries and seasonal migration 

labour overlaps with the former centre of linen production. Still, the overlap is only partial: 

involvement in domestic industries was limited around Ghent and in the area between the Lys and 

Scheldt rivers. That was an area where agricultural professions predominated. The area around 

Kortrijk and Sint-Niklaas/Dendermonde, in contrast, had predominantly industrial professions, which 

cannot (entirely) be attributed to involvement in domestic industries. Finally, coastal Flanders 

remained, as always, predominantly agricultural. 
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Figure 13. Balance between industrial and agricultural professions, ca. 1900 (-1: only 
agricultural professions; +1: only industrial professions) 
 

 
 
Figure 14. Employment in the textiles and leather manufacturing sectors (ISIC 13 – 15) in 
Northwestern Belgium (1937) 
 

 
 
 

By the 1930s, factory-based production dominated textile manufacture for the first time, yet 

total employment in the sector had continued declining (see Table 2 in Annex). According to the 1937 

industrial census, there were only 24.300 people active in domestic industries in the whole of 

Belgium, though Vanhaute (1994: 467) considers 50.000 a more realistic figure. Outside the cities of 

Ghent, Sint-Niklaas, Kortrijk, Aalst and Ronse, textile manufacture remained in and near Tielt and 

Roeselare, and in villages along the Lys river. 
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6. Conclusion 

We set out to explore the claims about a spatial correlation between areas undergoing proto-

industrialization and areas evolving towards a modern industry, since the studies published in the 

aftermath of Mendels’ hypothesis on proto-industrialization (1972) presented a rather contrasting 

image about this topic. Based on published census results, we decided to use a division between the 

following two groups of employment: factory-based employment – as the employees working in 

companies which used either steam engines or employed more than 20 people (or both), and the 

handicraft-based employment which did not qualify under one or both of these parameters. By using 

census data for the 1820 – 1930 period, we were able to estimate the extent of both groups in the total 

labour force of the Netherlands and Belgium. While initially it seemed that this shift occurred rather 

linear in both countries, it was revealed this general pattern did hide rather large regional differences. 

In most regions both factory and handicraft manufacturing arose, while factory employment rose 

more, especially during the ca. 1890 – 1930 period. However, since some regions followed this 

general pattern but others not, we set out to explore this pattern on two divergent regions where the 

employment in textiles and leather had been high since the 16th century: one region which fitted the 

general pattern of complementary growth of factory-based and handicraft employment (the Eastern 

Netherlands) and a region where due to a temporal de-industrialization the handicraft-based and 

factory-based employment seemed to be less spatially correlated (Northwest Belgium). 

 In the Eastern Netherlands, we saw how the region’s handicraft-based, domestic textiles 

manufacturing actually rose during the entire 19th century complementary to the factory-based 

employment. Here, the age-old domestic linen manufacturing continuously developed from  the 16th 

century to the 18th century, since more and more farmers picked up part-time weaving and spinning 

next to their main agricultural responsibilities. After a small crisis in the beginning of the 19th century 

due to competition from Belgian spinners and weavers, and after the political split between the 

Netherlands and Belgium, the sector started to boom in the Overijssel and Gelderland provinces. 

Handicraft-based employment emerged: first in the smaller villages of Twente, later in the countryside 

of Veluwe, Achterhoek and the area surrounding Nijmegen. At the same time and mutually 

reenforcing, the cities of Almelo, Enschede, and Deventer started to import steam engines and factory-

based employment arose as well.  Soon, many Twente domestic spinners and weavers decided to 

move from the countryside to take up a job in Enschede, which was emerging as a capital of textiles 

manufacturing in the Netherlands. Similarly, it appeared that the labourers from the rural surroundings 

decided to take up a job in the textiles and shoe factories of the cities of Zwolle, Zutphen, Deventer, 

and Nijmegen during the beginning of the 20th century. 

 On Northwest Belgium or Flanders, Mendels’ own position appears to have shifted. In 1972, 

he believed Flanders “could […]  be ranked on a continuum of relative failure in achieving the 
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transition” (Mendels 1972: 246). In contrast, by 1982 at the Budapest International Economic History 

Conference he claimed Flanders “cannot be placed under the heading of de-industrialization in spite of 

the frightful crisis of 1845-50”. He claimed the “significance of the industrial revolution in Ghent and 

Kortrijk”, as well as in Lille-Roubaix-Tourcoing, which he believed drew some of its labour force 

from Flanders, should not be underestimated (Mendels 1982: 88-89). That these places, except Ghent, 

were located outside the core area of the linen industry, whereas that area itself to a certain extent de-

industrialised, did not disprove the contribution of the proto-industrial phase to the industrialisation of 

these places. Mendels (1982: 96) distinguished two types of de-industrialisation: de-industrialisation 

to an extra-regional concentration point (“to a city within a region that looked as foreign to the 

peasants as a foreign country looks today”), or de-industrialisation to an intra-regional concentration 

point. Without Mendels mentioning it explicitly, Flanders fit within the latter category, and from that 

perspective cannot entirely be considered a failure. 

However, today it seems justified to be sceptical about the contribution of the linen industry to 

the development of modern industry in Flanders. The modern textile industry in Ghent and in Sint-

Niklaas and surrounding seems to have developed independently from the linen industry. Total 

employment in factory-based textile production never approximated that of the linen industry in its 

heyday. Considering the large number of people that were involved in spinning and weaving, and that 

the technology characterising modern industry was essentially labour-saving, it should perhaps not 

come as a surprise that only a fraction of the former proto-industrial labour-force was absorbed. Other 

reasons why proto-industrial linen production did not develop into modern factory production, were 

the shock the sector experienced in the second quarter of the nineteenth century, but also the resilience 

of the commercial survival economy of inland Flanders. 	
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Table 2. Factory (F) and handicraft (H) employment 
 

 
  

Northern 
Nether-
lands 

Eastern 
Nether-
lands 

Southern 
Nether-
lands 

Western 
Nether-
lands 

Northeast 
Belgium 

Northwest 
Belgium 

Southeast 
Belgium 

Southwest 
Belgium 

1820          
Food & Tobacco F  0  18  28  741 5 019 1 936 1 210 1 311 
 H 5 277 3 875 6 332 14 826 9 337 12 465 7 298 6 155 
Textile & Leather F  410 2 849 1 121 2 039 2 546 13 494 7 221 8 028 
 H 8 236 17 837 21 603 23 969 29 044 247 309 16 652 12 791 
Wood & Paper F  71  177  196 1 112  74  242  38  0 
 H 4 671 4 141 3 811 16 340 4 724 4 780 3 035 1 927 
Chemical & Refined F  535  920  28 3 923  0  0  634 1 418 
 H 1 694 1 504 1 541 4 757 3 690 3 873 2 132 3 532 
Metal & Equipment F  0  88  56  185  37  0 6 165  937 
 H 4 243 2 336 3 278 8 185 5 757 6 051 6 453 6 610 
Transport & Other F  71  0  224  0  0  0  58  0 
 H 1 301  389  700 1 946  923 2 239  691  963 
All Industry Sectors F 1 070 4 070 1 625 8 031 7 676 15 612 15 346 11 721 
 H 25 420 30 082 37 266 70 023 53 511 276 717 36 261 31 977 
          

1850          
Food & Tobacco F  218  353  734 2 561 8 181 10 648 3 217 5 554 
 H 8 968 6 488 8 033 19 238 8 076 4 814 7 991 2 739 
Textile & Leather F 2 445 5 388 3 834 4 461 5 874 15 972 15 255 3 842 
 H 18 924 24 114 39 268 60 305 73 631 285 679 41 666 36 670 
Wood & Paper F  84  609  519 1 860 4 720  219 2 231  989 
 H 10 942 8 943 8 377 21 828 5 559 5 908 1 142 2 549 
Chemical & Refined F  339 1 121  664 1 900  839  365  986 3 576 
 H  493  526 2 706 1 294 7 342 4 741 2 958 12 096 
Metal & Equipment F  48  353  286 2 521 1 049  875 10 767 8 711 
 H 4 237 3 390 5 455 7 100 9 754 3 720 4 748 4 717 
Transport & Other F  459  512  304 4 802  0  0  0  0 
 H 2 786 2 659 3 308 1 822 4 930 2 261 3 061 4 108 
All Industry Sectors F 3 946 8 326 7 311 18 108 20 610 28 079 32 456 25 106 
 H 42 581 43 493 58 430 109 767 104 362 304 860 58 478 56 184 
          

1890          
Food & Tobacco F 3 416 1 753 7 041 10 632 17 108 7 237 6 267 11 467 
 H 28 907 34 003 42 175 98 521 52 973 55 847 27 325 40 417 
Textile & Leather F 2 141 19 100 11 905 11 908 14 416 43 734 17 606 6 266 
 H 29 366 41 142 64 968 113 547 111 156 73 546 38 665 58 463 
Wood & Paper F 1 835 2 442 3 339 8 505 8 076 1 573 1 407 2 381 
 H 11 267 20 164 21 922 48 906 24 489 24 856 12 490 21 368 
Chemical & Refined F  714 1 002 1 670 5 670 6 166 3 854 6 565 26 882 
 H 5 863 27 366 15 462 33 880 20 581 7 866 3 837 11 530 
Metal & Equipment F 3 722 11 773 5 299 12 900 13 373 3 146 42 544 36 344 
 H 6 730 6 513 10 017 40 543 18 497 20 058 11 467 16 167 
Transport & Other F  459 1 127  726 4 678 5 818 1 259 1 322 4 637 
 H 7 647 6 012 6 896 55 144 4 863 24 541 16 114 13 660 
All Industry Sectors F 12 236 37 260 29 980 54 435 64 957 60 803 75 752 87 914 
 H 89 729 135 200 161 512 390 399 232 559 206 872 109 899 161 604 
          

1930          
Food & Tobacco F 24 151 71 743 59 399 150 382 111 136 53 805 33 161 41 844 
 H 20 451 11 667 33 969 83 771 31 509 34 958 23 168 8 923 
Textile & Leather F 8 200 10 379 35 639 38 749 39 017 26 607 9 297 5 476 
 H 11 400 21 818 25 059 47 236 67 341 19 512 24 163 33 800 
Wood & Paper F 10 150 24 470 32 669 76 021 31 054 31 411 20 732 18 184 
 H 9 400 15 152 11 787 50 927 14 446 13 821 10 739 11 086 
Chemical & Refined F 9 850 31 819 31 092 55 540 23 319 18 846 11 783 17 373 
 H 7 900 15 530 7 796 34 874 36 628 5 765 6 811 18 455 
Metal & Equipment F 3 650 4 015 7 982 16 607 7 849 6 430 4 972 6 016 
 H 30 051 61 895 77 868 127 686 111 704 57 574 27 394 42 250 
Transport & Other F 4 300  227 3 341 19 190  341 3 843 3 331  135 
 H 6 500 11 894 12 251 50 558 19 793 19 807 15 860 26 769 
All Industry Sectors F 60 252 142 653 170 122 388 225 212 716 153 358 91 977 91 394 
 H 85 653 137 956 168 730 331 578 281 422 126 012 90 734 135 875 
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Table 3. Factory (F) and handicraft (H) employment as a share of the total labour force 
 

 
  

Northern 
Nether-
lands 

Eastern 
Nether-
lands 

Southern 
Nether-
lands 

Western 
Nether-
lands 

Northeast 
Belgium 

Northwest 
Belgium 

Southeast 
Belgium 

Southwest 
Belgium 

1820          
Food & Tobacco F 0,00 % 0,01 % 0,01 % 0,24 % 1,36 % 0,32 % 0,63 % 0,49 % 
 H 2,96 % 2,19 % 2,26 % 4,80 % 2,53 % 2,06 % 3,80 % 2,30 % 
Textile & Leather F 0,23 % 1,61 % 0,40 % 0,66 % 0,69 % 2,23 % 3,76 % 3,00 % 
 H 4,62 % 10,08 % 7,71 % 7,76 % 7,87 % 40,87 % 8,67 % 4,78 % 
Wood & Paper F 0,04 % 0,10 % 0,07 % 0,36 % 0,02 % 0,04 % 0,02 % 0,00 % 
 H 2,62 % 2,34 % 1,36 % 5,29 % 1,28 % 0,79 % 1,58 % 0,72 % 
Chemical & Refined F 0,30 % 0,52 % 0,01 % 1,27 % 0,00 % 0,00 % 0,33 % 0,53 % 
 H 0,95 % 0,85 % 0,55 % 1,54 % 1,00 % 0,64 % 1,11 % 1,32 % 
Metal & Equipment F 0,00 % 0,05 % 0,02 % 0,06 % 0,01 % 0,00 % 3,21 % 0,35 % 
 H 2,38 % 1,32 % 1,17 % 2,65 % 1,56 % 1,00 % 3,36 % 2,47 % 
Transport & Other F 0,04 % 0,00 % 0,08 % 0,00 % 0,00 % 0,00 % 0,03 % 0,00 % 
 H 0,73 % 0,22 % 0,25 % 0,63 % 0,25 % 0,37 % 0,36 % 0,36 % 
All Industry Sectors F 0,60 % 2,30 % 0,58 % 2,60 % 2,08 % 2,58 % 7,99 % 4,38 % 
 H 14,26 % 17,00 % 13,30 % 22,67 % 14,50 % 45,73 % 18,88 % 11,95 % 
          

1850          
Food & Tobacco F 0,08 % 0,15 % 0,20 % 0,64 % 1,56 % 1,46 % 1,24 % 1,46 % 
 H 3,46 % 2,72 % 2,16 % 4,80 % 1,54 % 0,66 % 3,08 % 0,72 % 
Textile & Leather F 0,94 % 2,26 % 1,03 % 1,11 % 1,12 % 2,19 % 5,88 % 1,01 % 
 H 7,29 % 10,10 % 10,56 % 15,06 % 14,04 % 39,17 % 16,06 % 9,64 % 
Wood & Paper F 0,03 % 0,26 % 0,14 % 0,46 % 0,90 % 0,03 % 0,86 % 0,26 % 
 H 4,22 % 3,75 % 2,25 % 5,45 % 1,06 % 0,81 % 0,44 % 0,67 % 
Chemical & Refined F 0,13 % 0,47 % 0,18 % 0,47 % 0,16 % 0,05 % 0,38 % 0,94 % 
 H 0,19 % 0,22 % 0,73 % 0,32 % 1,40 % 0,65 % 1,14 % 3,18 % 
Metal & Equipment F 0,02 % 0,15 % 0,08 % 0,63 % 0,20 % 0,12 % 4,15 % 2,29 % 
 H 1,63 % 1,42 % 1,47 % 1,77 % 1,86 % 0,51 % 1,83 % 1,24 % 
Transport & Other F 0,18 % 0,21 % 0,08 % 1,20 % 0,00 % 0,00 % 0,00 % 0,00 % 
 H 1,07 % 1,11 % 0,89 % 0,45 % 0,94 % 0,31 % 1,18 % 1,08 % 
All Industry Sectors F 1,52 % 3,49 % 1,97 % 4,52 % 3,93 % 3,85 % 12,51 % 6,60 % 
 H 16,41 % 18,22 % 15,71 % 27,41 % 19,90 % 41,80 % 22,54 % 14,77 % 
          

1890          
Food & Tobacco F 0,67 % 0,28 % 0,97 % 0,75 % 1,97 % 0,92 % 1,47 % 1,83 % 
 H 5,67 % 5,43 % 5,81 % 6,95 % 6,10 % 7,10 % 6,41 % 6,45 % 
Textile & Leather F 0,42 % 3,05 % 1,64 % 0,84 % 1,66 % 5,56 % 4,13 % 1,00 % 
 H 5,76 % 6,57 % 8,95 % 8,01 % 12,80 % 9,35 % 9,07 % 9,33 % 
Wood & Paper F 0,36 % 0,39 % 0,46 % 0,60 % 0,93 % 0,20 % 0,33 % 0,38 % 
 H 2,21 % 3,22 % 3,02 % 3,45 % 2,82 % 3,16 % 2,93 % 3,41 % 
Chemical & Refined F 0,14 % 0,16 % 0,23 % 0,40 % 0,71 % 0,49 % 1,54 % 4,29 % 
 H 1,15 % 4,37 % 2,13 % 2,39 % 2,37 % 1,00 % 0,90 % 1,84 % 
Metal & Equipment F 0,73 % 1,88 % 0,73 % 0,91 % 1,54 % 0,40 % 9,98 % 5,80 % 
 H 1,32 % 1,04 % 1,38 % 2,86 % 2,13 % 2,55 % 2,69 % 2,58 % 
Transport & Other F 0,09 % 0,18 % 0,10 % 0,33 % 0,67 % 0,16 % 0,31 % 0,74 % 
 H 1,50 % 0,96 % 0,95 % 3,89 % 0,56 % 3,12 % 3,78 % 2,18 % 
All Industry Sectors F 2,40 % 5,95 % 4,13 % 3,84 % 7,48 % 7,73 % 17,77 % 14,03 % 
 H 17,60 % 21,59 % 22,25 % 27,54 % 26,78 % 26,30 % 25,78 % 25,79 % 
          

1930          
Food & Tobacco F 4,83 % 9,47 % 6,40 % 8,15 % 9,77 % 7,28 % 6,67 % 6,19 % 
 H 4,09 % 1,54 % 3,66 % 4,54 % 2,77 % 4,73 % 4,66 % 1,32 % 
Textile & Leather F 1,64 % 1,37 % 3,84 % 2,10 % 3,43 % 3,60 % 1,87 % 0,81 % 
 H 2,28 % 2,88 % 2,70 % 2,56 % 5,92 % 2,64 % 4,86 % 5,00 % 
Wood & Paper F 2,03 % 3,23 % 3,52 % 4,12 % 2,73 % 4,25 % 4,17 % 2,69 % 
 H 1,88 % 2,00 % 1,27 % 2,76 % 1,27 % 1,87 % 2,16 % 1,64 % 
Chemical & Refined F 1,97 % 4,20 % 3,35 % 3,01 % 2,05 % 2,55 % 2,37 % 2,57 % 
 H 1,58 % 2,05 % 0,84 % 1,89 % 3,22 % 0,78 % 1,37 % 2,73 % 
Metal & Equipment F 0,73 % 0,53 % 0,86 % 0,90 % 0,69 % 0,87 % 1,00 % 0,89 % 
 H 6,01 % 8,17 % 8,39 % 6,92 % 9,82 % 7,79 % 5,51 % 6,25 % 
Transport & Other F 0,86 % 0,03 % 0,36 % 1,04 % 0,03 % 0,52 % 0,67 % 0,02 % 
 H 1,30 % 1,57 % 1,32 % 2,74 % 1,74 % 2,68 % 3,19 % 3,96 % 
All Industry Sectors F 12,05 % 18,83 % 18,33 % 21,04 % 18,70 % 20,75 % 18,50 % 13,52 % 
 H 17,13 % 18,21 % 18,18 % 17,97 % 24,74 % 17,05 % 18,25 % 20,10 % 
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Table 4. Factory (F) and handicraft (H) employment as share of total labour in manufacturing 
 

  
Northern 
Nether-
lands 

Eastern 
Nether-
lands 

Southern 
Nether-
lands 

Western 
Nether-
lands 

Northeast 
Belgium 

Northwest 
Belgium 

Southeast 
Belgium 

Southwest 
Belgium 

1820          
Food & Tobacco F 0,00 % 0,45 % 0,44 % 4,76 % 34,96 % 13,45 % 14,22 % 17,56 % 
 H 100,00 % 99,55 % 99,56 % 95,24 % 65,04 % 86,55 % 85,78 % 82,44 % 
Textile & Leather F 4,74 % 13,77 % 4,93 % 7,84 % 8,06 % 5,17 % 30,25 % 38,56 % 
 H 95,26 % 86,23 % 95,07 % 92,16 % 91,94 % 94,83 % 69,75 % 61,44 % 
Wood & Paper F 1,50 % 4,10 % 4,90 % 6,37 % 1,54 % 4,82 % 1,25 % 0,00 % 
 H 98,50 % 95,90 % 95,10 % 93,63 % 98,46 % 95,18 % 98,75 % 100,00 % 
Chemical & Refined F 24,00 % 37,96 % 1,79 % 45,20 % 0,00 % 0,00 % 22,92 % 28,65 % 
 H 76,00 % 62,04 % 98,21 % 54,80 % 100,00 % 100,00 % 77,08 % 71,35 % 
Metal & Equipment F 0,00 % 3,65 % 1,68 % 2,21 % 0,64 % 0,00 % 48,86 % 12,41 % 
 H 100,00 % 96,35 % 98,32 % 97,79 % 99,36 % 100,00 % 51,14 % 87,59 % 
Transport & Other F 5,19 % 0,00 % 24,24 % 0,00 % 0,00 % 0,00 % 7,69 % 0,00 % 
 H 94,81 % 100,00 % 75,76 % 100,00 % 100,00 % 100,00 % 92,31 % 100,00 % 
All Industry Sectors F 4,04 % 11,92 % 4,18 % 10,29 % 12,55 % 5,34 % 29,74 % 26,82 % 
 H 95,96 % 88,08 % 95,82 % 89,71 % 87,45 % 94,66 % 70,26 % 73,18 % 
          

1850          
Food & Tobacco F 2,37 % 5,16 % 8,37 % 11,75 % 50,32 % 68,87 % 28,70 % 66,97 % 
 H 97,63 % 94,84 % 91,63 % 88,25 % 49,68 % 31,13 % 71,30 % 33,03 % 
Textile & Leather F 11,44 % 18,26 % 8,90 % 6,89 % 7,39 % 5,29 % 26,80 % 9,48 % 
 H 88,56 % 81,74 % 91,10 % 93,11 % 92,61 % 94,71 % 73,20 % 90,52 % 
Wood & Paper F 0,76 % 6,38 % 5,83 % 7,85 % 45,92 % 3,57 % 66,15 % 27,96 % 
 H 99,24 % 93,62 % 94,17 % 92,15 % 54,08 % 96,43 % 33,85 % 72,04 % 
Chemical & Refined F 40,75 % 68,06 % 19,70 % 59,49 % 10,26 % 7,14 % 25,00 % 22,82 % 
 H 59,25 % 31,94 % 80,30 % 40,51 % 89,74 % 92,86 % 75,00 % 77,18 % 
Metal & Equipment F 1,12 % 9,43 % 4,98 % 26,20 % 9,71 % 19,05 % 69,40 % 64,87 % 
 H 98,88 % 90,57 % 95,02 % 73,80 % 90,29 % 80,95 % 30,60 % 35,13 % 
Transport & Other F 14,14 % 16,15 % 8,42 % 72,49 % 0,00 % 0,00 % 0,00 % 0,00 % 
 H 85,86 % 83,85 % 91,58 % 27,51 % 100,00 % 100,00 % 100,00 % 100,00 % 
All Industry Sectors F 8,48 % 16,07 % 11,12 % 14,16 % 16,49 % 8,43 % 35,69 % 30,88 % 
 H 91,52 % 83,93 % 88,88 % 85,84 % 83,51 % 91,57 % 64,31 % 69,12 % 
          

1890          
Food & Tobacco F 10,57 % 4,90 % 14,31 % 9,74 % 24,41 % 11,47 % 18,65 % 22,10 % 
 H 89,43 % 95,10 % 85,69 % 90,26 % 75,59 % 88,53 % 81,35 % 77,90 % 
Textile & Leather F 6,80 % 31,70 % 15,49 % 9,49 % 11,48 % 37,29 % 31,29 % 9,68 % 
 H 93,20 % 68,30 % 84,51 % 90,51 % 88,52 % 62,71 % 68,71 % 90,32 % 
Wood & Paper F 14,01 % 10,80 % 13,22 % 14,81 % 24,80 % 5,95 % 10,12 % 10,03 % 
 H 85,99 % 89,20 % 86,78 % 85,19 % 75,20 % 94,05 % 89,88 % 89,97 % 
Chemical & Refined F 10,85 % 3,53 % 9,75 % 14,34 % 23,05 % 32,89 % 63,11 % 69,98 % 
 H 89,15 % 96,47 % 90,25 % 85,66 % 76,95 % 67,11 % 36,89 % 30,02 % 
Metal & Equipment F 35,61 % 64,38 % 34,60 % 24,14 % 41,96 % 13,56 % 78,77 % 69,21 % 
 H 64,39 % 35,62 % 65,40 % 75,86 % 58,04 % 86,44 % 21,23 % 30,79 % 
Transport & Other F 5,66 % 15,79 % 9,52 % 7,82 % 54,47 % 4,88 % 7,58 % 25,34 % 
 H 94,34 % 84,21 % 90,48 % 92,18 % 45,53 % 95,12 % 92,42 % 74,66 % 
All Industry Sectors F 12,00 % 21,60 % 15,66 % 12,24 % 21,83 % 22,72 % 40,80 % 35,23 % 
 H 88,00 % 78,40 % 84,34 % 87,76 % 78,17 % 77,28 % 59,20 % 64,77 % 
          

1930          
Food & Tobacco F 54,15 % 86,01 % 63,62 % 64,22 % 77,91 % 60,62 % 58,87 % 82,42 % 
 H 45,85 % 13,99 % 36,38 % 35,78 % 22,09 % 39,38 % 41,13 % 17,58 % 
Textile & Leather F 41,84 % 32,24 % 58,72 % 45,06 % 36,68 % 57,69 % 27,79 % 13,94 % 
 H 58,16 % 67,76 % 41,28 % 54,94 % 63,32 % 42,31 % 72,21 % 86,06 % 
Wood & Paper F 51,92 % 61,76 % 73,49 % 59,88 % 68,25 % 69,44 % 65,88 % 62,12 % 
 H 48,08 % 38,24 % 26,51 % 40,12 % 31,75 % 30,56 % 34,12 % 37,88 % 
Chemical & Refined F 55,49 % 67,20 % 79,95 % 61,43 % 38,90 % 76,58 % 63,37 % 48,49 % 
 H 44,51 % 32,80 % 20,05 % 38,57 % 61,10 % 23,42 % 36,63 % 51,51 % 
Metal & Equipment F 10,83 % 6,09 % 9,30 % 11,51 % 6,57 % 10,05 % 15,36 % 12,46 % 
 H 89,17 % 93,91 % 90,70 % 88,49 % 93,43 % 89,95 % 84,64 % 87,54 % 
Transport & Other F 39,81 % 1,88 % 21,43 % 27,51 % 1,69 % 16,25 % 17,36 % 0,50 % 
 H 60,19 % 98,13 % 78,57 % 72,49 % 98,31 % 83,75 % 82,64 % 99,50 % 
All Industry Sectors F 41,30 % 50,84 % 50,21 % 53,93 % 43,05 % 54,89 % 50,34 % 40,21 % 
 H 58,70 % 49,16 % 49,79 % 46,07 % 56,95 % 45,11 % 49,66 % 59,79 % 

	


