
A HISTORY 
OF THE 

ENGLISH AGRICULTURAL 

LABOURER 

W. HASBACH 

Translated by Ruth Kenyon 

With a preface by Sidney Webb 



The first edition published in German 
by Messrs . Duncker and Humblot 

in 1894 . 

First English edition was published 
in 1908 by P . S . King & Son 

Printed in Great Britain 

TABLE O F  CONTENTS . 

... ... ... ... v.. ... PREFACE ... 
. . . .  ... ... ... ... INTRODUCTION ..a 

CHAPTER I . 
... THE D E V E L O P M E N T  O F  A F R E E  LABOURINO C L A S S  ... 

... ... ... Introductory ... ... ... . i The Manor a s  an Organisation of Labour ... ... . ii The Transition to an Organisation based on Rent 
... . iii The Break-down of the Manor ... ... 

... . ... ... iv The Transition Period ... 

CHAPTER I1 . 
T H E  D S V E L O P M E N T  O F  AN AGRICULTURAL PROLETARIAT ... 

i . The Village of the Eighteenth Century before the 
Enclosures. the Engrossing of Farms. and the 

... Revolution in Prices ... ... ... 
... ... ii . The Break-up of the Village ... 

iii . The Position of the Labourer. 1760 to 1800 ... ... 
... . ... ... iv Contemporary Opinion ... 

CHAPTER 111 . 
... T H E  DENIORALISATION O F  T H E  LABOURER ... ... 
... i . The Laws of Settlement and Removal ... ... . ii The Labourer in the period of high Corn Prices 

iii . The Labourer in the period of low Corn Prices and the ... old Poor Law ... ... ... ... ... iv . The Gang System ... ... ... ... 
... . v Wages and Moral Conditions up to 1834 ... 

CHAPTER IV . 
FROM T H E  POOR LAW AMENDMENT ACT. 1834. TO THE ... EDUCATION ACTS ... ... ... ... 

i . The new Poor Law and its effects ... ... ... 
... ..a ii . Allotments ... ... ... 

iii . The Introduction of Free Trade ... ... ... 
iv . The Condition of the Labourer in the Sixties ... 
v . The Gangs Act and the Education Acts ... ... 

CHAPTER V . 
* ~ R I C U L T U R A L  LABOUR U N I O N S  A N D  THE SMALL HOLDINGS ... ... MOVEMENT.  1872 to 1894 ... ... ... 

... ... i . Agricult~ral  Labour Unions ... ... ... ... (a) Introductory ... ... ... ... (b The Period of Triumph ... ... ... ... (c/ The Period of Defeat ... ... 
(d) The Unions and the Agricultural Crisis of 1875 to ... ... ... 1879 ... ... ... ... ... (e) The Revival of Unionism ... 

P A O  E 
vi i . 
xiii . 



vi. CONTENTS. 

... ... ii. T h e  Small  Holdings Movement ... ... (a) The  Struggle over Charitable T r u s t s  ... ... ... ... (b) Industry and  Agriculture ... ... (c) The Acts of 1887, 1892, and 1894 

... iii. The  Labourer a t  the beginning of the  Nineties 
(a)  T h e  Income and General Position of theLabourer  
(b) T h e  Organisation of Labour and t h e  Form of Pay- ... ... ... ment  ... . a .  

(c) Hours,  and  the  Quantity and Quality of t h e  Work 
... ... (d) The  Causes of the  Rural  Exodus ... ... (e) The  Labourer in Wales .., 

CHAPTER VI. 

C H A P T E R  V11. 
... ... ... ... ... CONCLUSION ... 

APPENDIX VI.  
APPENDIX VII. 
I N D E X  .U .  

A P P E N D I C E S .  

... The Meaning of the  word " Enclosure " 
... Enclosures and the  Revolution in Prices 

A Criticism of certain views expressed by 
... ... ... Arthur Young ... 

Some Theories regarding the  Social Value of ... ... the  Working Classes ... 
The Reports of the  Medical Officers of Health ... ... t o  t h e  Privy Council ... 
The Reports of the  Con~mission of 1867 ... 

... ... List of Authorities quoted ... 

PREFA 

JT can hardly be considered a credit to England 
that it should have been left to a foreigner to write 
the history of the English agricultural labourer, and 
to trace out the sequence of events which have so 
completely divorced him from any proprietary 
interest in the land that he tills or in the produce of 
his labour. In spite of the facts that the materials 
for such a history were abundant and easily accessible, 
and that the subject has for thirty or forty years been 
one of social and political interest, none of the schools 
of history of our Universities has produced a student 
with the necessary zeal and capacity to do the work 
that lay to hand. Such a fact inevitably leads to 
the questions, was it the student who was lacking, or 
the zeal and industry ; was it the training in historical 
method ; was it the capacity ; or was it the idea ? 
The  nation to-day stands in need of much more 
disinterested investigation of the social problems that 
perplex our statesmen, and waste the money of our 
philanthropists. But  such labours need funds, 
industry and intellectual initiative. Will no rich 
man provide the endowment ; will no student devote 
his or her energy ; will no head of a history school 
suggest the subjects, for serious historical investiga- 
tions of this kind ? 
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Meanwhile we owe no little gratitude to  Professor 
Hasbach for bringing down to date this elaborate 
and painstaking History of the Englislz Agricult~~vnl 
Labourer; to Miss Kenyon for. so conscientiously 
translating it ; and to the London School of 
Economics and Political Science for arranging for its 
publication. For the position into which English 
Agriculture has got is, taken as a whole, remarkable, 
and practically unique. Disregarding minor excep- 
tions, we have the ownership of the soil divorced 
alike from the direction and from the performance of 
agricultural operations. W e  have a class of farmers 
directing agricultural operations as capitalistic 
profi t-making ventures ; having no proprietary or 
permanent interest in the soil, and no community of 
interest with landlord or labourer. W e  have a class 
of agricultural labourers, working always under orders, 
unconcerned either with the improvement of the soil 
or the profitableness of the farmer's venture; and 
possessing no more c!aim or attachment to the land 
they till than the factory operative has to the mill in 
which he works. And whether or not we are satisfied 
with the results of this organisation of the nation's 
agriculture upon the social and economic conditions 
of the countryside, or upon the lives of the landlord, the 
farmer and the labourer, it must strike us as  remark- 
able that under this organisation as we see it around 
us, none of the parties concerned has any pecuniary 
interest in getting the utmost possible yield from the  
soil. T h e  pecuniary interest of the landlord is in 
getting the utmost possible rent - which may 

(and often does) come from such a use of the 
land as involves its producing positively a smaller 
quantity of foodstuffs than some other use. T h e  
farmer's pecuniary interest lies in getting the highest 
possible percentage on the capital he employs 
-which may (and often does) lead him positively to 
restrict the intensity of his cultivation and the 
amount of the product of his farm. And the un- 
fortunate labourer, employed a t  weekly wages which 
bear no relation either to rent or profits, has plainly 
on pecuniary interest in whether the product of his 
toil is large or small, or whether the land is being 
improved or deteriorated. 

Such an organisation of the nation's agriculture is, 
speaking broadly, peculiar to this country. Though 
other communities may have, here and there, land- 
owners who are agriculturists only as rent receivers, 
farmers who are nothing but capitalist ent~qreneuvs, 
and proletarian agricultural labourers, no other 
nation but our own has left practicaIly the whole of 
its agriculture to the pecuniary self-interests of such 
a combination of classes. Nor has it always been so 
in England. Concentrating his attention on the 
gradual evolution of the proletarian agricultural 
labourer, Professor Hasbach shows us, from con- 
temporary records, how the peasant owner of the 
scattered strips in the great commonfields of the 
manor passed gradually (and, as some may say, 
inevitably) into the landless, property-less wage- 
labourer of the nineteenth century. 

T o  Professor Hasbach, familiar with agricultural 
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organisation in other countries, it seems impossible 
that such a class as the English agricultural labourer 
-such an organisation of agriculture as characterises 
the England of to-day-can possibly endure. With 
the intellectual detachment of the denizen of another 
country he describes the social and political move- 
ments of the past forty years, which have had for 
their object the settlement of the labourer on the 
land. W e  shall not all concur with Professor 
Hasbach's political " values " or with his sketch or 
recent Parliamentary history. W e  may not even 
agree with him in thinking it ultimately inevitable 
that the re-organisation of English agriculture should 
in the main, take the form of a great multiplication of 
small peasant holdings. There may possibly prove to 
be-perhaps in connection with the development of 
the future provincial enterprises of water-catchment 
and supply ; of the county educational establishments 
of all grades ; of the municipal sewage farms ; of the 
public " recreation reserves " to which our moors 
and mountain ranges will be primarily devoted ; and 
of the whole array of State and local government 
residential colonies inhabited by the various kinds of 
defectives, persons under treatment, and incurables 
-a much larger proportion of the soil under col- 
lectivist administration, and much more scope for 
collectivist agriculture on a large scale than Professor 
Hasbach a t  present visualises. In short, the cultiva- 
tion of the soil and the raising of foodstuffs, once 
the most fundamental of all occupations, may be 
destined, in the highly evolved state, more and 

more to become a subsidiary occupation and a 
by-product. Even the small holders of the future, 
interspersed among the municipal farms and county 
institutions-using their superior intelligence and 
special personal attention to grow exceptional crops 
under intensive culture--may not improbably com- 
bine with agriculture, in the person of one or other 
member of the family, some such independent 
occupation as literature or an artistic handicraft. 

41, GRCSVENOR ROAD, WESTMINSTER, 
October, 1908. 



INTRODUCTION. 

IF we look at  the working classes of the present day, 
and leave out of account certain sections of handi- 
craftsmen, who are as it were still vigorous 
ramifications pushed by an older social system 
into our modern conditions, we shall notice three 
essential characteristics of this great body of 
men living on the fruits of their labour. They 
are personally free. They have no share in the 
business on which they are engaged, owning no part 
of either the capital or the land employed. They 
continue in this position all their lives long. The  
comparatively few workers who either in Europe or 
America do draw rent or interest from the enterprise 
in which they work, or who do pass up into a higher 
class, are of the exceptions which prove the rule,-- 
prove, that is, why the majority of their fellows 
necessarily present the characteristics I have named. 

Therefore, in tracing the development of the work- 
ing classes or of any section of them, it has to be shown 
how numbers of persons came to be at  once free and 
propertyless, and hence obliged to live upon the pro- 
ceeds of their labour, and what circumstances prevent 
them from rising to a higher social grade. 
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Accordingly, the first chapter of this book attempts 
to tell how the agricultural labourer rose to personal 
freedom ; the second chapter, how he lost his property ; 
the third shows his degradation ; and the later 
chapters recount the endeavours made to improve 
his position and to raise a t  least a part of his class 
into the claks of undertakers. 

This explains why the present work is only in part 
a translation from the German original which ap- 
peared in the year 1894. For though the latter did 
not altogether neglect the history of the development 
of a free labouring class, it laid its main stress upon 
the story of the proletarianisation of the labourer. 
Moreover, in the last twelve years American, English, 
French and Russian scholars have thrown much new 
light upon the period of transition from unfreedom to 
freedom. And for these reasons the first chapter has 
been almost entirely re-written. 

T h e  other chapters have required less revision. 
Some of the conclusions expressed in the second 
had to be compared with those of articles by 
Hermann Levy in Corlrads Jal~rbkcher and by 
J .  D. Rogers in the Dictio~iary of Political Eco~zo?tty : 
and this the author has done in an article published 
in January, 1907, in the Archiv fur Sozinlwissenschnft 
.und Sozialpolitik, entitled Der Uf~tergang des e7tglisclzen 
Bauernstnndes in neuer Beletlchtung. H e  has, how- 
ever, thought it well to go through part of his 
material, and especially through the Agric~~lttiral 
Surveys, once again. 

In the last place, the period subsequent to 1894 had 

to be glanced at ,  since it was naturally not included 
in the original edition. Unfortunately, however, i t  

is a of which there is little to be said. 

T h e  revision of the manuscript was completed in 
September, 1906, so that neither the Act of 1907 
nor the literature published since that date have 
come under consideration. 

Here and there it has been necessary to depart 
very far from the immediate subject in order to make 
clear the underlying causes of the position of the 
labourers. For  they are a passive class, whose history 
has for the most part been made by other classes. 
Their activity has been limited to rick-burning, the 
formation of trade-unions, and an exodus from the 
land : and only the last-named has had important 
results. Consequently, their history has a special 
interest, as  showing not merely the close connection 
in which all classes of society stand, but also, in the 
clearest possible way, the responsibility of the 
governing classes. 

At best the reader will hardly find such digressions 
pleasurable, and some are almost inevitably weari- 
some. For questions arise which must necessarily 
be dealt with, but which in the present state of 
economic history are treated in no published work, 
so that the author has had to undertake the neces- 
sary researches himself. H e  has been in the position 
of a workman who has to make his tools before he 
can use them. However, it has been possible to  
relegate some of these digressions to  appendices. 

A work of this kind of course demands exact 




























































































































































































































































































































































































































































































