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How did the central government, and in particular Parliament, contribute to economic growth in Britain during the seventeenth and eighteenth centuries?  Economic historians have approached this question from many perspectives.  Some have taken a ‘macro’ approach by focusing on changes in taxation and the security of property rights following the Glorious Revolution of 1688-89 (O’Brien, 1988; North and Weingast, 1989).  Others have taken a ‘micro’ approach by focusing on particular legislation, such as Enclosure Acts, Incorporation Acts, and Turnpike Acts (Allen, 1992, Harris, 2000; Bogart, 2005).  There is no study, however, which examines all legislation related to the economy.

There are several studies documenting the tremendous growth in legislation during the eighteenth century.  For example, Julian Hoppit (1996) has shown that 564 Acts were passed between 1660 and 1688 in comparison to 1752 Acts between 1689 and 1714, and 8351 Acts between 1760 and 1800.  Hoppit also assigned each Act to separate categories and found that most fit into the Personal, Economy, and Communications categories.  Hoppit did not examine in detail how these Acts influenced the economy, but he suggested they were of fundamental importance for understanding Britain’s economy.

In this paper, we build on Hoppit’s work by analyzing the changes in economic legislation between 1600 and 1815.  We have collected a data set of the titles of all Acts of Parliament between 1500 and 1900, but our initial analysis focuses on the period between 1600 and 1815.  To analyze the trends we assigned each Act to 10 mutually exclusive categories: constitutional, government finance, foreign, domestic regulation, religion, criminal, personal, enclosure, statutory authority, and miscellaneous.  Constitutional Acts related to the authority of the Crown, Parliament, courts, or county and local governments.  Government finance Acts related to taxation and public debt.  Foreign Acts dealt with colonies, trade, and other countries.  Criminal Acts changed the criminal code.  Domestic regulation Acts created or altered regulations in manufacturing, finance, transport, agriculture, or other sectors.  Religious Acts pertained to the rights of religious groups.  Enclosure Acts divided and enclosed common fields, pastures, marches, and wastes in parishes.  Statutory Authorities Acts created organizations that provided public goods or services by levying user-fees and other taxes.  Personal Acts changed the rights of individuals, particularly with respect to their estates.

Some Acts are difficult to assign to a category, however, in most cases the subject matter can be easily identified from the title.  For example, enclosure Acts have a standard format in which they state the parish where lands will be enclosed.  Personal Acts are also standard in that they name an individual and the specific change in their rights.

Our analysis confirms there was a tremendous growth in legislation during the eighteenth century.  Specifically there were 1796 Acts in the seventeenth century versus 12,851 Acts in the eighteenth.  The evidence also reveals a sharp increase in legislation following the Glorious Revolution of 1688-89.  There were 715 Acts passed between 1660 and 1690, compared to 2004 Acts between 1691 and 1720.   Legislation also expanded after 1750 when the economy began to grow more rapidly.  The number of Acts increased from 2060 between 1720 and 1749 to 5046 Acts between 1750 and 1779.  The peak occurred between 1800 and 1809, when 3860 Acts were passed in this decade alone.

We also show that personal, enclosure, and statutory authority Acts were the most numerous categories and accounted for more than half of the growth in legislation.  Personal, enclosure, and statutory authority Acts comprised 53 percent of all Acts in the seventeenth century versus 69 percent in the eighteenth.  The rise in personal Acts was especially dramatic just after the Glorious Revolution.  Personal Acts comprised 43 percent of legislation between 1660 and 1690, while they accounted for 53 percent between 1691 and 1720.  Statutory authority Acts also increased after the Glorious Revolution, but they grew most rapidly after 1750.  They accounted for 13 percent of Acts between 1691 and 1749 versus 29 percent between 1750 and 1800.  Enclosure Acts were rare before 1720.  They had the highest growth rate after 1750 and comprised 22 percent of all Acts between 1750 and 1800.

After personal, enclosure, and statutory Authority Acts, the next most numerous categories were government finance, domestic regulation, and foreign, which accounted for 12 percent, 6 percent, and 5 percent of legislation between 1600 and 1800 respectively.  All three of these categories grew most rapidly between 1776 and 1815.

We also assigned each Act into subcategories in order to get a more narrow classification, especially for personal and statutory authority Acts.  Personal Acts included estate, marriage, name, divorce, naturalization, and a miscellaneous group.  The most numerous were estate Acts which in many cases enabled an individual to sell property within an estate.  Our initial analysis suggests that estate Acts were necessary because they removed or altered entailments that prevented the property from being sold.  We argue that these Acts were significant for the economy because they changed property rights in land.

Statutory authority Acts created organizations that provided public goods or services by levying user-fees or other types of taxes.  The subcategories include turnpikes, canals, harbors, river navigations, bridges, courts of conscience, urban utilities, churches, workhouses, gaols, and drainage.  Turnpike Acts were the most numerous of this group followed by urban utilities and canals.  We argue that statutory authority Acts also had a significant effect on the economy because they created organizations and a set of rights which contributed to infrastructure investment.

Our evidence yields new insights on the relationship between law and economic development in Britain.  The main conclusion is that the great surge in legislation significantly changed property rights.  In particular, personal Acts gave individuals the right to sell land within their estate; enclosure Acts eliminated common property rights in agriculture; statutory authority Acts created new organizations with the right to finance infrastructure by charging user-fees.  The growth in legislation also appears to be linked with the Glorious Revolution in 1688-89 as well as the expansion of the economy after 1750.

