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Introduction

On 1 July 1805, at not quite thirteen years of age, John Carter started his
apprenticeship as a tailor. It marked a turning point in his life. He had
worried that his parents ‘were too poor to be able to apprentice me to any
suitable trade’, while he was ‘too feeble to be put to any very labourious
occupation . . . there seemed to be no good prospect in regard to my future’.
As he later recalled, after several decades working as a tailor, ‘my going into
this situation I regard as having been by far the most important incident of
my early years, inasmuch as all my subsequent experiences took its general
complexion therefrom’.!

Globally, apprenticeship is one of the most durable and widespread
economic institutions. Understood broadly as an agreement to exchange
labour for training in a trade over a specific period, apprenticeship is almost
a human universal, found everywhere from the shop floors of advanced
engineering companies to the tracks trod by Kalahari hunters, from classi-
cal Rome to modern Japan.” Yet, in few periods or places has it equalled the
prominence that it possessed in early modern Europe. There, a specific form
of apprenticeship defined by a formalised contractual agreement enforceable
at law became a near ubiquitous experience for youths with any aspiration
beyond a life of farming, service, or unskilled labour. Carter’s view of the
transformational impact of apprenticeship was shared by many of his peers
in England between the fifteenth and early nineteenth centuries. In England,
when the share of youths training through apprenticeship reached its peak,
up to one-third of teenage males would be indentured to serve a master and
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2 CHAPTER1

learn one of a myriad of crafts or trades. Until 1800, the amount of time and
money directly invested in human capital formation through apprenticeship
outstripped that spent on primary, secondary, or tertiary schooling.

The impression of premodern apprenticeship given by much popular
and academic writing is of an archaic, inflexible, overly long period of train-
ing rooted in exclusive guilds that monopolised trades. Children had little
choice about their futures. Apprenticeship was highly traditional. It had little,
if any, connection to innovation. And, in England at least, it had ‘failed” by
the nineteenth century, or ‘declined’ even earlier.’ In parallel, but now less
prominent, is another, more romantic version in which every artisan had an
apprentice, and ‘skills were recognised, valued and freed’.* Both are misleading.

This book presents a new account of apprenticeship and the market for
skill.’ It examines how apprenticeship operated in England from the early
sixteenth to the start of the nineteenth century and the consequences this
had for economic and social development in this transformative period.
This was the era of the Statute of Artificers (1563), the Elizabethan law that
made service as an apprentice a legal requirement for those working in many
occupations outside farming. Its abolition in 1814 is the event that provides
the endpoint for this study. It was also a time of remarkable urbanisation,
structural change, and economic development—changes that flew in the face
of the intentions of those who wrote the statute, and that I argue were made
possible, in part, by the way apprenticeship mobilised labour and diffused
knowledge in the English economy.

Premodern societies are sometimes mischaracterised as possessing little
human capital.® There is truth in this if we focus on the number of years
of education or levels of literacy, both of which are common measures of
human capital today.” But the problems with this idea are obvious if we think
of the amount of physical skill and tacit knowledge and understanding pos-
sessed by craftsmen, traders, and farmers as they wrestled with the everyday
challenges of economic life, their depth of understanding about the materials
and markets they worked within, and the body of slowly acquired techniques
and ‘recipes’ they possessed, the prescriptive knowledge that was integral
to production and exchange. It is more accurate to see premodern societies
as endowed with high levels of tacit and prescriptive knowledge.®

One reason for this mistaken assumption about the level of premodern
human capital is what came next. Industrialisation and modern economic
growth have involved a parallel and mutually supportive expansion in edu-
cation and technology, even a ‘race’ between them in Goldin and Katz’s
powerful interpretation.’ This has been tied to a general shift in the scale
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and contribution of science and research to the economy, which increased
the pace with which technology advanced and prosperity grew.

Accompanying this has been an equally important change in the struc-
ture of production that has led to greater differentiation in skills between
roles and workers. The increasing division of labour, standardisation, and
new tools and machines all served to lower the degree of embodied manual
skill required of many roles. As the great economist Alfred Marshall noticed
in 1890, with industrialisation the ‘kinds of manual work [that] require
long-continued practice in one set of operations . . . are becoming rarer:
for machinery is constantly taking over work that requires manual skill of
this kind’.'° In this context, general academic skills and knowledge —literacy,
numeracy, science—become more important than technique, and their dis-
tribution may become more unequal in sectors or occupations where the
workforce becomes divided between a small elite of ‘thinkers’ and a larger
body of ‘labourers’. As a result, one kind of deskilling, a loss perhaps in the
degree of manual dexterity or craft technique that Marshall noted, can coex-
ist with an increase in skill or human capital in another dimension, produced
through general and higher education."

Apprenticeship had two critical roles in the premodern economy. Crafts-
men and traders’ skills, their techniques and knowledge of how to make and
sell, were fundamental to production and commerce. Reproducing these
essential skills between generations of workers was a lengthy and challeng-
ing process, one that relied on observation and extended practice through
immersion in the work itself because much of the knowledge was ‘tacit’ in
the sense of being hard, even impossible, to articulate and communicate by
description. This continuous replenishment of human capital was largely
achieved through apprenticeship.

However, apprenticeship did not just maintain the aggregate stock of eco-
nomically useful knowledge that skilled workers possessed. It also enabled
its expansion and diffusion. The combination of different types of skills,
particularly the complementarity between prescriptive and propositional
knowledge, made the techniques inculcated through apprenticeship crucial
to the realisation of innovations, to turning ideas into machines, materi-
als, and products. Apprenticeship was also a key mechanism for the next
step in this process: the spread of new skills, techniques, and technologies.
Apprenticeship was one of the factors setting the pace at which innovation
occurred and diffused.

To talk about the premodern economy in this way may seem surpris-
ing. Was this not a time of Malthusian stagnation? Maybe so—although that
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debate continues."”” However, Malthus’s insight was that technology would
not improve living standards in the longer run if fertility was unrestrained,
not that technology and productivity would not change. There is a more
valid tension with the characterisation of the premodern economy contained
in unified growth theory. In that model, premodern parents invest little in
their (many) children’s human capital. It is only with the transition to mod-
ern growth that parents begin to invest heavily in their children and move
from ‘quantity to quality’, breaking the Malthusian pincer grip on living
standards.”® One implication of the scale of apprenticeship that is described
here is that unified growth theory under-estimates the importance of human
capital formation in the premodern period by neglecting occupational or
vocational skills. Fortunately, this can be reconciled because this investment
in human capital was deferred until adolescence and largely paid for by the
child’s labour, not their parents’ (although many parents did pay as well).**

Who can gain skills matters, too. Indeed, this is critical for social mobility,
openness, and equity, as is obvious today from the inclusion of education in
indices of human development to the politics of university access. Access to
training mattered in premodern societies for much the same reason: human
capital lifts human capability and, with that, people’s living standards and
their aspirations for the future. In anthropological and historical accounts,
apprenticeship appears as a vital way to acquire knowledge from individuals
outside the family group.”® Restrictions on who can gain access to appren-
ticeship are, therefore, a particularly pervasive and consequential form of
injustice, limiting the opportunities of those excluded, as well as imposing
deadweight costs on society as a whole.'®

In medieval and early modern Europe, access to apprenticeship was
linked to central and local laws and to the decisions of courts and guilds,
as well as to cultural and social norms about work, particularly the gen-
dering of occupations. Because apprenticeship often brought with it the
right to work in an occupation—privileges akin to occupational licensing
as a lawyer or nurse nowadays—or provided a claim to local urban citizen-
ship, the issue of who was able to gain access to apprenticeship, and who
completed their training, mattered greatly for cities and guilds. As a result,
apprenticeship was integrated tightly into the hierarchies that structured
early modern societies.

How these influential bodies shaped apprenticeship, whether they
nudged it towards greater inclusivity or exclusivity, was therefore a major
determinant of the openness of their societies. That this mattered norma-
tively should be self-evident. That it also mattered economically has been the
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thrust of much recent work exploring how institutions and political econ-
omy shaped growth. North, Wallis, and Weingast see ‘open access orders’ as
the defining feature of modern developed societies, and they list ‘entry into
economic, political, religious and educational activities without restraint’
as one of their five features.”” In a similar vein, Acemoglu and Robinson
similarly emphasise that prosperity relies on ‘broad-based economic oppor-
tunities’."® Early modern England features frequently in these studies. Most
of the attention has been given to political and financial markets, however.
Here, I show that a large part of the labour market can also be characterised
as relatively open—far freer of frictions, barriers, and exclusions than the
superstructure of guilds and privilege might seem to imply.

The relationship between the system of apprenticeship and these two
themes of economic development and opportunity are the focus of this
book. Like any of humanity’s most widespread institutions—marriage, the
state, the firm—there is no single type of apprenticeship. Rather, each society
has a specific variant that forms part of a wider constellation of institutions.
The argument I present in this book is that early modern England’s variant
of apprenticeship worked positively to support economic development and
helped rather than hindered spatial and occupational mobility.

In terms of development, apprenticeship in England was effective at
moving people and ideas. It integrated markets in labour and knowledge. It
concentrated training in centres of best practice, allowing skills to diffuse
outwards. This occurred through several complementary channels. Appren-
ticeship enabled individuals to match their aptitudes to a wide range of
opportunities found in places and occupations that were distant to their
families. It allowed choices to be revised as a youth’s ability was revealed in
the workplace. It led to training being focused in the workshops and counting
houses of the most able artisans and traders. As a result, each new generation
on average acquired better knowledge than the last and took this forward,
lifting productivity as ideas and techniques were diffused and adopted.

For opportunity, English apprenticeship was, in practice, largely open,
with few meaningful barriers to entry beyond nationality and the power-
ful force of the patriarchal imagination that constrained young women’s
participation—and even that was frayed to some degree. Apprenticeship
gave a measure of security that encouraged intergenerational leaps of faith,
emboldening youths to cross long distances and wide gaps in experience
into occupations where they had no connections. It did not produce a rapid
reshuffling between rich and poor, however; the opportunities open to the
young reflected the wealth their families possessed.
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Underlying this was a specific form of apprenticeship that was rooted in
a particular institutional context: a simple contract that lowered transaction
costs, and a set of local tribunals that acted to support apprentices’ freedom
to exit from situations that were serving them poorly. This was a flexible
form of apprenticeship, one that could be adjusted or ended early. The effect
was to encourage families from the full breadth of society to place their
children into apprenticeship in their thousands and to speed urbanisation
and structural change.

Apprenticeship: The Debate

The apprenticeship contract was the formalised expression of an intent to
exchange training for labour. How that exchange operated in practice and
what it meant for the English economy and society has been debated for well
over a century. We can set much of the detail aside for the present. However,
it is useful to highlight three clusters of ideas that will appear repeatedly.

The first position dates to the earliest writings in political economy and
is fully expressed in Adam Smith’s view that apprenticeship was primarily
designed to ‘restrain the competition to a much smaller number than might
otherwise be disposed to enter into the trade. The limitation of the number
of apprentices restrains it directly. A long term of apprenticeship restrains it
more indirectly, but as effectually, by increasing the expense of education’.”

The result was higher earnings for masters and journeymen—and higher
prices for consumers. Although Smith’s analysis might stand on the restric-
tions set by corporations on the scale, length, and location of apprenticeship,
he extends it to challenge the value of apprenticeship as a whole, in a famous
passage that argues that ‘long apprenticeships are altogether unnecessary’.>°
Smith’s concerns share similarities with modern analyses of education that
critique it as credentialling or screening.” The content of training is not the
point, these suggest; the qualification is what matters, and, in many analyses,
the system that produces it exists primarily to generate rents for educators
(masters) and those who possess the credential.

Smith’s argument, and later versions of it, draw our attention to the
effect of institutional constraints on the supply and demand for training,
the necessity of apprenticeship for learning, and the link between appren-
ticeship and growth. Was this system driven by the appeal of rents from
licensing, and did growth depend on its erosion, for example?

The second position is more recent, rooted in modern economists’ work
on human capital and incomplete contracts which asks how training could
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be supplied despite the potential for opportunism by master and appren-
tice. The core model of ‘human capital’ used in this approach was set out
by the American economists Gary Becker and Jacob Mincer in the 1950s
and 1960s, in studies inspired largely by observations of US industry.*” The
value of training was not in doubt here. Instead, the question was, who pays
for it? The distinction Becker drew between specific and general human
capital, with the former of use solely within a firm and the latter portable to
other employers, offered a way to explain when firms do and do not invest
in training, when and why workers will accept lower wages while they are
training, and a host of related labour market phenomenon; all depended on
whether or not workers’ productivity was increased in one firm or many,
and so whether they could leave and capture the returns elsewhere. To the
extent that apprenticeship provided general skills that could be taken to
many other firms, ‘the cost as well as the return from general training would
be borne by trainees, not by firms.””®> Apprentices’ lower wages were the way
they repaid their employer’s investment in their training.

Becker’s answer to the question of who would pay for training was con-
ceptually powerful, but it generated a plethora of empirical challenges. If
the apprentice captured the returns and paid for their training, why would
a firm offer training in the first place? How could a firm be confident that
an apprentice would hang around to repay their investment if they could
earn more elsewhere? How could an apprentice be sure they were getting
the training they were paying for, not being exploited as semiskilled labour,
when they were acquiring tacit knowledge?

That apprentices and masters entered a contract with each other to
work and teach, respectively, was not in itself a solution. As Joel Mokyr
points out, “The full details could not be specified ex ante, nor could they be
observed with much accuracy ex post, due to the tacit nature of the service
provided’.>* Apprenticeship contracts are inherently incomplete, beset with
the risk of opportunism on both sides, asymmetric information, and agency
problems. How could masters and apprentices solve this?

Arich body of theory and analysis exists to answer these questions. Many
economic explanations of apprenticeship centre on the link between training
and subsequent employment, but the situations they analyse are so different
to those present before 1800 as to be misleading.*® A distinct literature in
political science and sociology emphasises the way cooperation between
employers, unions, and the state can create a situation in which sustained
investment in apprenticeship by firms coexists with highly portable, cer-
tified skills that are recognised and rewarded in the labour market. This
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generates the abundance of highly skilled workers seen in countries such
as Germany and Denmark.*® However, the answers on how apprenticeship
succeeds which are contained in this literature still depend on the incentives
faced by modern firms operating in more or less imperfect labour markets.

In part because these explanations do not map well onto earlier periods,
economic historians have suggested that the institutions that shaped the
early modern economy might explain how apprenticeship contracts could
be enforced, or made self-enforcing. Guilds feature prominently in this lit-
erature, largely because of S. R. Epstein’s hypothesis that they provided the
monitoring and enforcement that allowed apprenticeship to work.”’

Epstein’s revisionism inverts Smith’s condemnation of the guilds, and it
has been challenged in part on that basis.*® To evaluate it, we need to look
at the activities of the guilds and other institutions, as we will do directly.
We must also consider whether the problem of enforcement was solved at
all, or if apprenticeship operated in another, perhaps less efficient, mode.

Finally, apprenticeship has acquired a new prominence in attempts to
explain the sources of modern economic growth in the characteristics of
Britain’s premodern economy. The older literature generally echoed Adam
Smith’s views in seeing apprenticeship as part of a heavy blanket of legal and
customary regulation that bore down on the economy, stifling the market
until the decline of the guilds and the eventual removal of the Statute of
Artificers freed the English economy to flourish.

Now, Joel Mokyr and other authors offer a quite different story: they
highlight the role of highly skilled artisans in England who provided much of
the technical knowledge that was employed by innovators as they advanced
the frontier of knowledge.?® Apprenticeship becomes an ingredient in
industrialisation, not a brake on it. The availability of skilled workers and
the pace with which skills and techniques spread all depend, in part, on the
way apprenticeship operated to reproduce human capital. This novel analy-
sis suggests a quite different trajectory for apprenticeship in the eighteenth
century, one that we will consider in some detail.

Apprenticeship: The Contract

Before launching into the book, we need to introduce the document that
created every apprenticeship: the indentures. This type of contract was
named after the jagged cut that separated and identified the two identical
copies held respectively by master and apprentice. What did it say about the
relationship between them?
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The content of the apprenticeship contract used in London had become
fixed for the most part by the fifteenth century and was conventionally used
across England in the same format. The contract defined what each party
would do. The master promised to instruct his apprentice in his craft or
trade and to provide him with subsistence—food, clothing, and housing.
The apprentice promised to work under his master’s direction, to keep his
secrets, and to accept his orders. The master was entitled to all the benefits
of his apprentice’s work, whether in his own workshop or if dispatched to
assist another.*

This agreement was not reduceable to training and work, however. Like
a marriage contract, the apprenticeship contract defined expectations about
behaviour. The apprentice was forbidden from marrying, gaming, haunting
taverns, and taking wages. He promised good conduct and civility. This was
backed up by a public oath taken by apprentices in many cities. Appren-
tices were, in theory, settled in modest subordination within a well-ordered
household. Their master’s role was, as Jeremy Bentham put it, ‘compounded
of that of master and that of guardian’; it encompassed a degree of respon-
sibility beyond that of an employer.*" Like most such relationships in early
modern households, the weight of social discipline was asymmetric, and the
expectations placed on masters were a less tightly defined, ‘paternalistic’ role.

The very fact that training was agreed through a legal contract is, in
itself, one of the most distinctive features of apprenticeship in premodern
Europe. Apprenticeship in other regions of the world (including some areas
of Europe) was and is often made through an oral or customary agreement.
In Europe, indentures formed an identifiable and reasonably coherent genre
from the earliest evidence of apprenticeship in the twelfth century until
they gradually lost their distinctive form over the nineteenth and twentieth
centuries.*?

Thinking about the form of the indentures helps make clear three impor-
tant characteristics of premodern apprenticeship. First, indentures are
clearly very different to the modern contract of employment that might be
entered into by an apprentice today: they agree an exchange of a fee (always
the youth’s labour and sometimes a sum of money) for a service (training),
not a position in a career trajectory. They were also markedly different to
the agreements underpinning most employment in this period: although
apprentices were still subordinates, the indentures gave them greater rights
than servants or hired workers, both in their right to instruction and sub-
sistence and in their claim to a right to work in their trade, the property in
skill they gained on completion.*?
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Second, the standard design of the English contract left only one major
aspect of the apprenticeship agreement that could be varied: the price. This
balanced the relative costs and benefits of the arrangement, most often by
supplementing the value of the apprentices’ work. The best-known example
of how this was achieved was the ‘premium’, the fee that families often paid
to the master; an alternative was a longer duration for the contract. At other
times, when masters struggled to recruit youths, apprentices might be prom-
ised a payment or gift, such as tools or clothes, at the end of their term.** In
addition, apprentices’ families sometimes underwrote the honesty of their
child, entering a bond for ‘truth’ that insured the master against embezzle-
ment or loss.*® These side-contracts were never regulated by guilds or the
state, though, and were often not recorded on the main contract.>® The other
core elements of the contract—the minimum seven-year term, the expecta-
tion of training, the lack of wages for labour—were all set by statute, custom,
or case law.*” The contract was so standardised that most were printed forms
by the middle of the seventeenth century.*®

Third, and critically, because apprenticeship was organised through a
legal contract, contract resolution was a matter for legal recourse. The courts
were intimately involved in apprenticeship in early modern England, and
this mattered greatly for the way the system functioned. Legal disputes are
not a good guide to everyday behaviour, but they are one of the main ways
in which the boundaries of behaviour are defined, and behaviour under
contract exists in the shadow of the law. Apprenticeship contracts are suf-
ficiently vague that their impact can be transformed by the way they are
enforced. The use of ‘apprenticeship’ in the nineteenth century to control
former slaves after abolition is the most egregious example of this, but mag-
istrates’ strict readings of youths’ obligations—and lenient views of their
employers’ responsibilities—would limit workers’ wages and freedom in
nineteenth-century Britain.>* As we will see, the treatment of apprentices
in early modern English tribunals was very different—that is, more equi-
table and more lenient than these later examples. While the wording of
the apprenticeship contract gave no method for early exit, the courts often
provided one.

The standardisation of apprenticeship contracts mattered for the scale
and openness of training. They were reliable, transparent, and predictable,
with questions of law mostly settled and the meaning of terms fixed. This
strong standardisation—what Kahan and Klausner describe as ‘learning
externalities’—removed drafting costs and uncertainty over terms, lower-
ing the transaction costs incurred in accessing training.*® These gains were

For general queries, contact info@press.princeton.edu



© Copyright, Princeton University Press. No part of this book may be
distributed, posted, or reproduced in any form by digital or mechanical
means without prior written permission of the publisher.

INTRODUCTION 11

particularly important for people who had no experience of the contract,
which was true for many parents in this period. Full standardisation avoided
the need to involve expert advice and the danger of agreeing to ill-conceived
terms. This was not inevitable: bespoke contracting was the norm in France,
where notarial archives reveal a variety of specialised—and so, more costly—
contracts that depended on the involvement of legal specialists.*' It also
created its own costs. Term lengths, for example, were carefully adjusted
to account for uncertainty and expected productivity in eighteenth-century
Montreal, as Hamilton has shown. That the initial terms of English contracts
were so constrained helps explain the need for post hoc revision, through
the institutional mechanisms I describe in the second part of the book.*>

The Basis and Structure of the Book

This is not the first book on apprenticeship in premodern England. It is
more than a century since Dunlop wrote the foundational study.** Others
have taken up the topic since then.** However, this is a somewhat different
type of book, because we now have the opportunity to look at apprentice-
ship at a higher level of resolution. Where earlier researchers largely relied
on traces left in court or guild records and snapshots of apprentice listings,
I have been the fortunate beneficiary of a deluge of digital datasets that
allow me to examine apprenticeship in many of the guilds of London, the
dominant centre of training, and a broad swathe of other centres, including
expanding port cities such as Bristol, England’s second city, and smaller, less
rapidly changing places such as Gloucester, Lincoln, Liverpool, Leicester,
Shrewsbury, and Boston. In addition, for the eighteenth century we can now
observe apprenticeships for which fees were paid from across the whole of
England.”

For some decades, we know the names, backgrounds, and masters of
one in ten English teenagers as they chose an occupation. Information on
this scale—and the combined count of individual English apprentices in this
study exceeds 1 million—allows us to think about old questions in new ways
and ask new questions that would have been impossible to pose previously,
just as similar troves of data are changing research on other parts of Europe.*
(It is worth mentioning that to make it digestible, some of the technical
details have been banished to appendices, to which the enthusiastic reader
is directed.) To understand and find meaning in this evidence, we have to
marry quantitative analysis with qualitative sources, from the rich trove of
city and court records, guild minutes, and memoirs and diaries that survive.
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There are some boundaries to the project. I begin with the early sixteenth
century, when England was a relatively poor and largely undistinguished
agrarian economy whose external trade largely centred on wool and cloth
exports to Northern Europe. At this point, the amount of information in
surviving civic and guild records begins to increase in scale.*” This allows us
to observe aspects of apprenticeship for several decades before the Statute of
Artificers was passed. I end at the start of the nineteenth century, as the stat-
ute’s limitations are removed, and the main archival sources cease—and as
industrialisation is transforming parts of Britain. I have restricted my scope
to England, in order to avoid dealing with more than one legal framework,
and because similar urban records for Wales are not easily available. And
perhaps most importantly, I focus on private apprenticeship, not pauper
apprenticeship. The role of parishes in placing poor children into apprentice-
ships, and compelling households to accept them, was important to human
capital and welfare. However, it largely operated under different rules and
expectations and sat outside the market for training that is explored here.

The book is divided into three sections. The first section examines the
relationship between apprenticeship and economic development in England
between 1500 and 1800. I begin in chapter 2 by providing a new accounting
of the scale and geography of human capital formation through apprentice-
ship over this period. The chapter shows the singular importance of appren-
ticeship to investments in human capital. Apprenticeship was critical to the
period of growth and structural change that centred on London’s booming
economy in the sixteenth and seventeenth centuries. However, the relation-
ship between apprenticeship and growth changed—and weakened—with
industrialisation. The accounting also shows how much apprenticeship
occurred successfully outside the guilds.

In chapter 3, I focus on how apprenticeship affected the reproduction
and pace of diffusion of knowledge. What was the quality of skill that was
being shared? The chapter presents evidence that apprentices were con-
centrated in the hands of the most skillful and successful masters. Recon-
structing the ‘training careers’ of large samples of citizens and freemen from
London, Bristol, Gloucester, and Boston, I show that most apprentices were
trained by the minority of leading masters who trained multiple youths. The
effect was to disseminate new ideas and practices rapidly as parents sought
to give their children the best possible start.

Chapter 4 looks at the way apprenticeship integrated the English labour
market. It explores the movement of young people from different places and
occupational backgrounds into apprenticeships, showing the way that labour
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mobility was facilitated by this system of training. The scale and extent of
apprenticeship make a strong case for the openness of apprenticeship and
its importance in reallocating labour. The chapter also shows the way the
market for training set boundaries on the social mobility it permitted, as
the price of training meant that aspiration was constrained by affordability.

Part 2 of the book provides a new description of the system of premodern
apprenticeship that produced these effects. It begins by considering what
training in apprenticeship involved, in chapter 5, contrasting the reliance on
learning by immersion and observation evident in premodern apprentice-
ship with alternative forms of teaching that were important in later systems
of apprenticeship and occupational training. This form of training was peda-
gogically suited to acquiring embodied, tacit skills and knowledge.

It was also well suited to a setting in which employers could not be sure
they would recover the value of any investment in training, and chapter 6
shows that premodern English masters faced a high chance that apprentices
would not serve their entire term with them. Apprenticeship was in practice
flexible: the frequency and timing of apprentices’ absences and exits from
their masters’ workshops show substantial mobility and high rates of early
departure. Pedagogically, this may have been virtuous, allowing apprentices
to gain experience with several different masters. Economically, low levels
of persistence challenge the viability of any model of training that relies on
contracts being enforced for their entire duration.

That so many apprentices were absent raises a question about what the
institutions that enforced their contracts were doing. In chapter 7 I look
directly at the work of the guilds and urban courts in England. I show that
guilds did very little to monitor or enforce apprenticeship. Local urban law
courts were far more important. Their effect was to legitimise flexibility, by
providing apprentices with a way to exit contracts legally and recover part
of any premium. This was most developed in London, where a right for
the apprentice to exit at will was designed into many contracts, but it was
also present elsewhere in England. Avoiding lock-in, I suggest, encouraged
families to invest in human capital in an environment with high levels of
asymmetric information and uncertainty.

The outcomes of apprenticeship are the subject of chapter 8. Premodern
apprentices’ employment with their masters almost always ended at the
point when they completed their contracted term of service; few would
remain as employees with the same master. Having completed their appren-
ticeships gave them an entitlement to enter guilds, become a citizens, and
set up independently, if they were in a corporate town. While the barrier to
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taking this next step was modest, only a minority would become freemen.
‘Insiders’ were more likely to do so, as were the better off, but they did not
make up the majority of new masters. The rest were not necessarily failing;
a significant number of migrant apprentices took their skills back home,
spreading connections and knowledge.

The third and final section of the book focuses directly on the openness
of this system, addressing the impact of three enemies of opportunity that
could have limited and biased its effects. Chapters 9 and 10 survey the set of
formal rules that were created in England by guilds, cities, and the nation-
state and then evaluate their impact. Some rules did matter, particularly
the link between a seven-year apprenticeship and the ability to work, set by
the Statute of Artificers. This encouraged apprenticeship, as did Poor Law
provision, but few of the formal boundaries to accessing training seriously
affected recruitment.

Informal cultural barriers to training could potentially be more perni-
cious than formal rules in limiting opportunity. Chapter 11 examines the
impact of social norms in two areas where we might expect recruitment
to be limited: the gender and birth order of apprentices. Gender, espe-
cially, strongly affected the likelihood a child would be apprenticed. Young
women were much less likely to serve apprenticeships than young men.
Some did, however, and this included children from well-off families. Birth
order, too, mattered, but largely when linked to the probability of inheriting
land. Norms were most damaging for women.

A third potential enemy of opportunity is the effect of social networks.
Apprenticeships involved matching a master with a child. If matches can
only be made between people who already know and trust each other—those
they share strong ties with—then young people’s opportunities will be seri-
ously constrained. By looking at the evidence for different types of family,
occupational, or geographical connections between apprentices and masters,
I show in chapter 12 that these were present for only a minority of appren-
tices. Most apprenticeships forged new links. Social ties were used to discover
opportunities, rather than provide them. This allowed skills to spread and
diffuse; it also helps explain the importance of flexibility in the contract.

The aim of the book is to give a balanced account of how apprentice-
ship worked and what this meant for economic and social life in premod-
ern England. To be clear, I do not claim here that apprenticeship was the
magic ingredient in England’s economic success or that this variant was
limited to England per se. As an institution, apprenticeship helps explains the
path of development in England, but it did not determine it. There is good
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reason to believe that many of its features were shared with apprenticeship
found elsewhere across Europe. We should also not be blind to the failings
and costs involved in apprenticeship. The system was not optimal, in some
efficiency-maximising sense, and training could have been faster and better.
It created and benefited from economic rents that were born by the popula-
tion. It did exclude some young people. It may, however, have been better
than some of the alternative forms of training that existed in other regions
of the premodern world that were less open, less flexible, and less effective
at moving labour and knowledge.

That apprenticeship had these impacts also did not mean that it was
without problems. Workshops possessed hierarchies that could be brutally
enforced. Some youths were beaten and abused, exploited, and neglected;
we will meet some later in the book. For that matter, so were some mas-
ters, though surely much less often. An excellent body of social history of
childhood and work means that there is no need to cover that terrain here
in detail.*® For poor children, this was even more true: apprenticeship under
the Poor Law could amount to little more than child slavery, hard labour,
hard knocks, and no end in sight for more than a decade, though it is also
clear that it need not always have been so.

The effects of English apprenticeship were not the result of farsighted
design by progressive actors. Nor were they inevitable. In several areas, rules
and practices pull in opposite directions, and the contradictions between
regulation and reality have generated much of the debate around apprentice-
ship. Long terms of service fixed by guilds and later by statute were burdens
that had to be quietly evaded with the compliance of masters, guild officials,
and civic bodies to reduce the burden they imposed. In short, this is not a
hymn to premodern institutional design or English exceptionalism, but an
attempt to better understand one of the fundamental institutions of the
premodern economy.
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nances of guilds in analysis, 336
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