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The period between the 1680s and the 1850s witnessed a dramatic shift in global
power dynamics, a phenomenon historians often term the "Great Divergence." This
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era saw Great Britain's unprecedented economic rise, contrasting sharply with
China's relative stagnation. Understanding this divergence necessitates a close
examination of the state economies of both nations, their respective strengths and
weaknesses, and the factors that contributed to such drastically different outcomes.
This analysis will focus on key aspects including fiscal systems, technological
innovation, and the role of the state in fostering or hindering economic growth. Our
keywords for this exploration will include: fiscal capacity, technological
innovation, mercantilism, institutional frameworks, and agricultural
productivity.

The Role of Fiscal Capacity: Funding Empire and
Infrastructure

A crucial element in understanding the Great Divergence lies in analyzing the fiscal
capacities of Great Britain and China. Great Britain, through its burgeoning tax
system and efficient revenue collection, managed to amass significant resources.
This allowed for substantial investment in infrastructure projects like canals and
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roads, facilitating trade and economic activity. Further, the development of a
national debt market provided a mechanism to finance wars and further
infrastructure projects. This fiscal capacity was critical to the expansion of the
British empire, which in turn fuelled further economic growth through access to
resources and markets. In contrast, China's fiscal system, while sophisticated in
certain aspects, struggled to generate sufficient revenue to compete with the
growing fiscal might of Great Britain. The decentralized nature of the Qing empire
often led to inefficient tax collection and corruption, limiting the government's
capacity for large-scale investment in infrastructure or technological advancement.

Technological Innovation: The Engine of
Divergence

The Industrial Revolution, centered in Great Britain, significantly contributed to the
widening gap. British technological innovation, especially in textiles, iron
production, and steam power, fueled unprecedented economic growth. The state,
while not directly responsible for every invention, played a significant role by
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protecting intellectual property rights (through patents) and creating an
environment favorable to entrepreneurship and investment. While China had its
own advancements in technology, these were often less systematically integrated
into the broader economy. The Qing state's emphasis on maintaining social order
and a largely agrarian economy limited the incentives and opportunities for
widespread technological adoption and innovation. The lack of a vibrant system for
protecting intellectual property rights also hindered innovation.

Mercantilism and Global Trade: A Tale of Two
Strategies

Both Great Britain and China employed mercantilist policies, but with differing
outcomes. Great Britain's mercantilist approach, characterized by protectionist
measures and a focus on building a powerful navy to control trade routes, proved
highly effective in generating wealth and expanding its global influence. The
establishment of trading companies like the East India Company allowed Britain to
exploit resources and markets across the globe, dramatically expanding its
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economy. China, while possessing a substantial trade surplus with the West,
operated under a more restrictive system. Its focus on controlling the flow of silver
into the country, rather than aggressively pursuing global markets, prevented the
same level of economic expansion witnessed in Britain. This difference in strategic
approach further exacerbated the Great Divergence.

Institutional Frameworks: Property Rights and
Governance

A critical factor contributing to the Great Divergence lies in the contrasting
institutional frameworks of both nations. Great Britain's development of strong
property rights, a relatively stable political system, and a robust legal system
provided a secure environment for investment and entrepreneurship. This
contrasted sharply with China, where land ownership was complex and often
contested, and corruption hampered the efficacy of the legal system. The Qing
state, despite periods of relative stability, struggled to develop institutions that
effectively fostered economic growth on the scale seen in Britain. The difference in
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the quality of these institutional frameworks played a significant role in shaping
their respective economic trajectories. This resulted in different levels of
investment and risk-taking, further contributing to the widening economic chasm.

Agricultural Productivity: Feeding the Industrial
Revolution

The differing levels of agricultural productivity between the two nations also
played a crucial role. Great Britain experienced significant advancements in
agricultural techniques, including crop rotation and improved livestock breeding,
leading to increased food production and a surplus of labor that could be channeled
into the burgeoning industrial sector. While China also experienced increases in
agricultural output, these were not on the same scale as Britain's. The limitations in
agricultural productivity in China meant that a larger portion of the population
remained tied to agriculture, hindering the development of an industrial workforce.
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Conclusion: A Complex Interplay of Factors

The Great Divergence between Great Britain and China during the period from the
1680s to the 1850s was not the result of a single factor but rather a complex
interplay of numerous variables. Differences in fiscal capacity, technological
innovation, mercantilist policies, institutional frameworks, and agricultural
productivity all contributed to Britain's remarkable economic ascendance and
China's relative stagnation. Understanding this historical divergence offers
valuable insights into the factors that drive long-term economic growth and the role
of the state in shaping national economies.

FAQ

Q1: Was the British state entirely responsible for the Industrial Revolution?

Al: No, the British state played a crucial supporting role, but the Industrial
Revolution was also driven by private entrepreneurship, technological
breakthroughs, and market forces. The state provided a relatively stable political
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environment, protected intellectual property, and invested in infrastructure.
However, the innovations themselves largely stemmed from private initiative.

Q2: Did China have no technological advancements during this period?

A2: China did experience technological progress, but these advancements were not
as comprehensively integrated into the economy as in Britain. Furthermore, the
lack of a system for effectively protecting and commercializing intellectual property
rights hampered the widespread adoption and dissemination of those
advancements.

Q3: Could China have avoided the Great Divergence?

A3: It's difficult to say definitively. Several factors, including internal political
issues, a less developed financial system, and a different approach to international
trade, arguably limited China's ability to match Britain's economic growth.
However, alternative policy choices might have resulted in a different trajectory.

Q4: What role did colonialism play in the Great Divergence?
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A4: Colonialism played a significant, and often brutal, role. The exploitation of
resources and labor in colonies provided Britain with significant economic
advantages, fueling its industrial growth. This contrasts with China's relative lack
of extensive overseas colonies during this period.

Q5: What are the long-term implications of the Great Divergence?

A5: The Great Divergence profoundly shaped the global political and economic
landscape. It laid the foundation for the global power dynamics we see today, with
Europe and its former colonies dominating the world stage for centuries. The
consequences of this economic imbalance continue to shape international relations
and development.

Q6: Were there any internal factors within China hindering growth besides
those mentioned?

AG6: Yes, several internal factors further contributed to China's relative stagnation.
These include population pressures, land tenure systems, and the cyclical nature of
dynasties and periods of instability. These factors, in combination with external
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pressures, created a challenging environment for sustained economic growth.

Q7: How does the study of the Great Divergence inform contemporary
economic policy?

A7: Studying the Great Divergence offers valuable lessons for contemporary
economic policy. It highlights the importance of strong institutions, effective
governance, investment in education and technology, and the fostering of a vibrant
private sector for sustainable economic growth.

Q8: What are some of the ongoing debates among historians regarding the
Great Divergence?

A8: There is ongoing debate among historians regarding the relative importance of
various factors contributing to the Great Divergence. Some scholars emphasize the
role of institutional factors, while others stress the importance of technological
innovation or geographic advantages. The interplay between internal and external
factors also remains a subject of ongoing discussion and research.
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State Economy and the Great Divergence: Great
Britain and China (1680s-1850s)

The period between the 1680s and the 1850s witnessed a significant shift in the
global economic landscape, a phenomenon historians term the "Great Divergence."
This article will examine the contrasting trajectories of Great Britain and China
during this critical era, focusing on the role of their respective state economies in
shaping their vastly different destinies. While both nations possessed dominant
empires and prosperous economies, their approaches to governance, production,
and exchange led to diverging paths, ultimately culminating in Britain's ascent to
global economic dominance and China's relative decline.

Divergent Paths: State Intervention and Economic Growth

Great Britain's economic revolution during this period was deeply linked to the
actions of its state. The development of a relatively robust centralized state,
coupled with a growing merchant class, facilitated policies that stimulated
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economic expansion. The establishment of the Bank of England in 1694 provided a
stable financial system, enabling the government to raise capital for public works
and military expenditures. This contrasted significantly from the Chinese approach,
where the state, while powerful, remained more implicitly involved in economic
affairs. While the Qing dynasty preserved a robust administrative framework, its
focus remained primarily on revenue and civil order, rather than actively promoting
industrialization.

The Agricultural Revolution and Industrialization

The British agrarian revolution, beginning in the 17th century, established the
groundwork for subsequent industrial advancement. Advancements in farming
techniques, such as crop rotation and the use of new tools, increased yield, freeing
up labor for factory work. The privatization movement, although controversial, also
aided to this process by unifying landholdings and bettering farming efficiency. In
China, while farming practices were refined, the lack of comparable technological
innovations hindered the same levels of output gains. Furthermore, the land tenure
system in China, with its emphasis on small, fragmented holdings, presented
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obstacles to large-scale agricultural enhancements.
Trade and Mercantilism

Great Britain embraced economic nationalism, a strategy that aimed to maximize
exports and minimize imports. The state played a vital role in enacting this policy,
using tariffs, subsidies, and the establishment of trading companies (like the East
India Company) to obtain a favorable balance of commerce. This aggressive pursuit
of economic advantage facilitated the gathering of wealth and resources, fueling
further economic growth. China, while engaging in considerable international
trade, adopted a more less interventionist strategy. The state's involvement in
commerce was less explicit, and the emphasis remained on maintaining a balanced
system rather than actively seeking global dominance.

The Industrial Revolution: A Defining Moment

The Industrial Revolution, beginning in Great Britain in the late 18th century,
marked a defining moment in the Great Divergence. Scientific improvements in
textile production, steam power, and iron manufacturing transformed British

State Economy And The Great Divergence Great Britain And China 1680s 1850s
13



State Economy And The Great Divergence Great Britain And China 1680s 1850s

manufacturing and civilization. This fast industrialization led to unprecedented
financial growth, producing new industries, work, and wealth. China, despite
possessing considerable technological achievements in some fields, failed to
witness a comparable industrial transformation. Various elements, including the
rigidity of the existing social and economic frameworks, restricted access to
capital, and a lack of strong drives for technological innovation, aided to this
failure.

Conclusion

The Great Divergence between Great Britain and China during the 1680s-1850s
highlights the critical role of state approaches in shaping economic development.
While both nations possessed robust empires and thriving economies, their
differing approaches to governance, manufacturing, and commerce resulted in
drastically different consequences. Britain's relatively strong central state, its
embrace of mercantilism, its agrarian revolution, and its pioneering role in the
Industrial Revolution propelled it to global economic supremacy. China, with its
more implicit state intervention and a less dynamic economic system, experienced
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relative decline. Understanding this past period offers valuable knowledge into the
complexities of economic development and the impactful role of state approach.

Frequently Asked Questions (FAQs)

Q1: What were the key differences in the state's role in the economies of
Great Britain and China during this period?

A1l: Great Britain's state actively promoted economic growth through policies like
mercantilism, investments in infrastructure, and the creation of a stable financial
system. China's state, while powerful, maintained a more indirect role, focusing
primarily on tax collection and social order rather than actively driving
industrialization.

Q2: How did the agricultural revolution contribute to the Great
Divergence?

A2: The British agricultural revolution increased food production and freed up
labor for factories, contributing to industrialization. China experienced agricultural
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advancements, but they lacked the same scale and impact on industrial growth.

Q3: What were the main factors that hindered China's industrialization
during this period?

A3: Several factors contributed, including rigid social and economic structures,
limited access to capital, a lack of strong incentives for technological innovation,
and an absence of widespread state support for industrial development.

Q4: Was the Great Divergence inevitable, or could China have followed a
similar path to Great Britain?

A4: While the Great Divergence was influenced by several factors, the differing
state approaches played a key role. While it's impossible to definitively say whether
China could have followed a similar path, the contrasting state policies suggest that
a different approach might have been needed to stimulate similar levels of rapid
industrialization.
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