
The Early Industrial Revolution 
 

The Industrial Revolution refers to the greatly increased output of machine-made goods that began in England in the 

middle 1700s. Before the Industrial Revolution, people wove textiles by hand. Then, machines began to do this and 

other jobs. Soon the Industrial Revolution spread from England to Continental Europe and North America.  

In 1700, small farms covered England’s landscape. Wealthy landowners, however, began buying up much of the land 

that village farmers had once worked. The large landowners dramatically improved farming methods. These innovations 

amounted to an agricultural revolution. 

The Agricultural Revolution Paves the Way  

The Enclosure Movement—After buying up the land of village farmers, wealthy landowners enclosed their land with 

fences or hedges. The increase in their landholdings enabled them to cultivate larger fields. Within these larger fields, 

called enclosures, landowners experimented with more productive seeding and harvesting methods to boost crop yields. 

The Enclosure Movement had two important results. First, landowners tried new agricultural methods. Second, large 

landowners forced small farmers to become tenant farmers or to give up farming and move to the cities. 

Jethro Tull was one of the first of these scientific farmers. He saw that the 

usual way of sowing seed by scattering it across the ground was wasteful. 

Many seeds failed to take root. He solved this problem with an invention 

called the seed drill in about 1701. It allowed farmers to sow seeds in 

well-spaced rows at specific depths. A larger share of the seeds took root, 

boosting crop yields.  

The process of crop rotation proved to be one of the best developments 

by the scientific farmers. The process improved upon older methods of crop rotation, such as the medieval three-field 

system. One year, for example, a farmer might plant a field with wheat, which exhausted soil nutrients. The next year he 

planted a root crop, such as turnips, to restore nutrients. This might be followed in turn by barley and then clover. 

 

Why the Industrial Revolution Began in England 

In addition to a large population of workers, the small island country of England had extensive natural resources. 

Industrialization required such resources. These natural resources included  

 water power and coal to fuel the new machines 

 iron ore to construct machines, tools, and buildings 

 rivers for inland transportation 

 harbors from which merchant ships set sail 

In addition to its natural resources, Britain had an expanding economy to support industrialization. Businesspeople 

invested in the manufacture of new inventions. Britain’s highly developed banking system also contributed to the 

country’s industrialization. People were encouraged by the availability of bank loans to invest in new machinery and 

expand their operations. Growing overseas trade, economic prosperity, and a climate of progress led to the increased 

demand for goods. Britain’s political stability gave the country a tremendous advantage over its neighbors. Though 

Britain took part in many wars during the 1700s, none occurred on British soil. Their military successes gave the British a 

positive attitude. Parliament also passed laws to help encourage and protect business ventures. Other countries had 

some of these advantages. But Britain had all the factors of production, the resources needed to produce goods and 

services that the Industrial Revolution required. They included land, labor, and capital (or wealth).  



The Industrial Revolution that began in Britain was spurred by a revolution in technology. It 

started in the textile industry, where inventions in the late 1700s transformed the 

manufacture of cloth. The demand for clothing in Britain had greatly increased as a result of 

the population boom caused by the agricultural revolution.  

These developments, in turn, had an impact worldwide. For example, the consumption of 

cotton rose dramatically in Britain. This cotton came from plantations in the American South, 

where cotton production skyrocketed from 1820 to 1860 in response to demand from English 

textile mills. 

Inventions Spur Industrialization 

In an explosion of creativity, inventions now revolutionized industry. Britain’s textile industry clothed the world in wool, 

linen, and cotton. This industry was the first to be transformed. Cloth merchants 

boosted their profits by speeding up the process by which spinners and weavers 

made cloth. 

Several major inventions had modernized the cotton industry. One invention led 

to another. In 1733, a machinist named John Kay made a shuttle that sped back 

and forth on wheels. This flying shuttle, a boat-shaped piece of wood to which 

yarn was attached, doubled the work a weaver could do in a day. 

Because spinners could not keep up with these speedy weavers, a cash prize 

attracted contestants to produce a better spinning machine. Around 1764, a 

textile worker named James Hargreaves invented a spinning wheel he named 

after his daughter. His spinning jenny allowed one spinner to work eight threads 

at a time. At first, textile workers operated the flying shuttle and the spinning 

jenny by hand. It is also important to realize that these inventions were being use 

in homes, not in factories. You will read about the creation of factories for 

homework tonight.  
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