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I would argue that such detailed exploration of the artisan world is especially appropriate at the present historiographic moment.

When considering urban working patterns, the temptation has constantly been to define occupational structure(s).  In the context of large incorporated urban places, economic activities at the higher levels were regulated, by gild and other organizations such as the freedom.  Structure  implies the categorization which historians impose on economic activities in urban centres, which is unavoidable but perhaps would not resonate with contemporaries.  Attending to structure(s), however, perhaps also suggests deep, enduring ecological entities which are almost reified and invested with their own agency.

Examining working practices in an early-modern small town perhaps allows a different window onto the issues.
  The lack of a corporate (conciliar) organization (mayor, aldermen and burgesses, that is, the corporation) removed the control of the admission to the freedom, although apprenticeship regulations still obtained.
 If, moreover, we divert our gaze away from the upper echelons of the occupational hierarchy, we encounter the economies of makeshifts which constituted the working lives of much of the urban populace.
  Here, the issue was less structure than contingency.  Employment was discontinuous, interrupted, and people – men as well as women – suffered the vicissitudes of being in and out of work: disruption and interruption of work.
  We might suppose that at this level they did not know from one day to the next what their labour might entail.  We might also question whether we should categorize labouring as an occupation: it was working, with the emphasis not on what one did, but whether there was work available.  Labourers thus suffered not only unemployment, but also underemployment.
  This arrhythmia, the lack and uncertainty of work, was paramount.
  We might refer to those issues of unemployment and underemployment as structured insofar as they were inherent in the casualization of the labourer’s life, but to the labourer personally they were contingent: expected to happen, but uncertain as to when they would.

In two respects, then, we must reconsider time and work-discipline in pre-industrial England.  First, the pertinent question is perhaps less the imposition of regulation of working time but access to work at all.  Second, piece-rates were not quite as predominant as has been suggested; day-rates existed widely, perhaps less so for crafts, but particularly for labourers.  To some extent, then, conditions of work in the pre-industrial urban world have been misrepresented.

Reconstructing the full range of work in an early-modern context is difficult.  Admissions to the freedom in incorporated boroughs defined only the upper level of urban employment.  Where musters or censuses exist, a static representation is available, but such enumeration is infrequent, (for musters) bounded in time, and the categorization is made by officialdom.
  The more intensive reconstruction through probate material allows a diachronic approach to occupations, but probate material provides only a partial representation and reveals self-evidently occupations achieved at the end of life or in maturity, revealing little of employment processes through the life-course.  

The information used here for Loughborough is slightly more robust.  The evidence deployed here consists firstly of parish register data recorded between 1636 and 1650.
  A second source for work comes from churchwardens’ accounts from the 1580s and bridgemasters’ accounts from the 1570s, which allow a window on certain opportunities for work, which might be anachronistically defined as ‘public works’.
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