WAR AS AN ECONOMIC ACTIVITY – AND ITS KEY ROLE IN

THE RISE OF BRITAIN’S ECONOMY IN THE 18TH CENTURY

‘War is much too important to be left to the military historians; it needs to be studied as a domestic economic activity in its own right.’ That was the conclusion of Professor Nicholas Rodger, speaking at the Economic History Society’s annual conference.

He argued that government revenue-raising and spending (overwhelmingly on war), together with agriculture and foreign trade, must be regarded as the three principal economic activities of 18th-century Britain – the time of the country’s rise to economic greatness.

Economic historians have long studied the origins of the Agricultural and Industrial Revolutions. Political historians and political scientists meanwhile have been studying the Military Revolution and the problems of state formation for at least 40 years. An innocent observer would imagine that the two debates were closely connected; that military strength and economic strength, a strong state and a strong economy, belonged naturally together.

But scholars do not seem to make any such assumptions, for the two themes are seldom connected. They tend to offer different explanations for the rise of different states. When economic historians contemplate the effects of war, or when political historians (or at least political scientists) confront economic factors, it is striking how often they fall back on luck as their only explanation.

More recently, the idea of Britain as a ‘fiscal-military state’ has connected war with the rise of British state power; and fiscal historians have shown just how efficient the British state was at extracting tax revenue from its subjects. But this still leaves it unclear whether, or how, this rapacious state could have permitted, let alone promoted, the rise of the British economy. 

Contemporaries throughout the long eighteenth century united in stressing the vital importance of the symbiotic system of foreign trade, merchant shipping and naval power for Britain’s survival and prosperity.

Most modern historians who have examined the subject regard this as perfectly plausible, but in itself it is not sufficient to explain Britain’s rise to economic greatness. Foreign trade is simply not sufficiently dominant in the economy to explain everything. In particular, it cannot explain the very steep rise in agricultural productivity without which Britain could not have become a trading, military or industrial power.

Professor Rodger suggests that a solution to this problem may be found by considering the economic impact on the domestic economy of British government expenditure on making war, and preparing for war. Because Britain was a naval rather than a military power, much of this expenditure was in peacetime rather than wartime, and took the form of capital investment rather than current consumption.

A government that taxed and borrowed heavily, but spent most of this income on goods and services produced domestically, was a major actor, if not the major actor, in the domestic economy, in peace as well as war.

The hypothesis is that government revenue-raising and spending, overwhelmingly on war, together with agriculture and foreign trade, must be regarded as the three principal economic activities of 18th-century Britain. We cannot get a realistic picture of Britain’s economic growth without studying all three together. War is much too important to be left to the military historians; it needs to be studied as a domestic economic activity in its own right.
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