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The Effects of the Napoleonic Wars in England
Napoleon Bonaparte, a French General, took control of his nation after
economic turmoil. This led to rapid ideas of an empire and he went to war in
1797. The wars continued across Europe against a variety of coalitions of
opposing nations until 1815. A study of the wars themselves is a fascinating
one but this handout seeks to survey the basics of the effects these wars had
on English society afterwards.

To understand what happened it is important to first take note of the thinking
and ideas that lay behind English and European societies at the time. Since the
mid 1700s what is now known as the Industrial Revolution had been a major
cause for population movement into the cities. Also the prevailing rise of the
British navy had caused great profits to be gained from international trade. At
home both urban and rural culture was gradually transformed by the
invention and application of industrial methods and mechanisation.

Although the wars had affected the speed of these changes the background philosophy of the
'enlightenment' continued to provide the environment for great social as well as technological change. This
consisted of a middle-class concentration on ways to turn nature into proflt-making and invention.
Scientific outlooks were bent on change and development and major players such as Jeremy Bentham
(1748-1832) argued for basing society around the principles of utilitarianism, seeking the greatest good for
the greatest numbers. Political culture began to reposition itself around this form of democracy although it
took over a century to reflect it in actual parliamentary politics.

There were typically those that reacted to these movements and activities. They were highly suspicious of
the tendencies of industrialisation toward the blocking of the free-play of emotions and creativity. The
movement which grew out of this is known today as Romanticism. Notoriously difficult to define clear, it
was largely a reaction to the glorification of human reason which under-girded the enlightenment. The
Romantics tended towards continuity with the past, raising a romantic view of history as an unveiling of
the destiny of human freedom, a search for the soul, return 'God' to nature. It was characterised by soul-
searching and a strong sense of self-consciousness which resulted in a revival of art and poetry and writing.
The conflict was with the industrial coldness of progress and this came out in the political and social effects
of the catastrophe of war.

The wars did not result in the dramatic economic disaster such as Britain experienced after the two world
wars. Although there was clearly an additional expense due to re-arming, there was also a much greater
output from both industry and agriculture. Industrial growth was not adversely affected as it had always
been gradual and relatively slow. It might be, however, that had the wars been avoided this might have
seen an increase in the speed of growth: One key feature for Britain was the protection of the navy which
ensured that much of its international trade remained. Another feature was revenue. 60% of revenue
came from internal taxes not from international borrowing, so investment continued throughout the
period. Furthermore, incomes were depressed, particularly among the working classes, so spending was
less and imports lower. However the wars left a painful if mixed legacy:
• Bankruptcies in industry and trade rose after the war. Particularly in the years 1815-16 and 1819.
• But there was a rise of new entrepreneurs and foreign commission agents moved into provincial

industrial centres. Exclusively export wholesale warehouses were also new to the scene.
• Monetary policies protecting bondholders held back the growth of trade and industry and so depressed

employment and the incomes of the urban poor. However, low incomes and taxation raised savings
rates and investment which eventually benefited of growth and income.


