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 From the Eighty Years War to the Second World War
New Perspectives on the Economic Efffects of War 

 Marjolein ’t Hart 

  Abstract 

 Most historians used to regard war as economically destructive. They fo-

cused on short-term damage to the economy, guided by archives that were 

dominated by documents related to reparation demands and offi  cial statistics 

that did not take into account the black market and the re-routing of trade. 

Gradually, scholars began to acknowledge the positive role played by war-

time stimuli with regard to state fi nances, innovative management and new 

industries. Wartime expenditure proved to have been an impetus for domestic 

production and demand. Wartime economic downturns often turned out to 

have been infl uenced by pre-war economic trends. Over the last hundred 

years, the Eighty Years War, the Napoleonic Wars and the Second World War 

have all received new interpretations, as historians have gathered new data 

and shifted their focus to the effi  ciency of governments and redistributive 

economic eff ects. 

Keywords: warfare, economic history, economic growth, the Netherlands, 
historiography

  Introduction 

 In the early 1750s, an infantry captain in the north of Holland reported that 
‘Here are many towns wishing that the war may last longer, because they 
are enriched by it. A house that was rented at twenty guilders now yields a 
hundred’. 1  The letter was written amidst the miseries of the Dutch Revolt, 
a time dominated by beleaguering armies, marauding soldiers, disrupted 
trade routes, devastating strategic inundations, food shortages and soaring 
taxes. Such voices, however, rarely feature in the historiography. Historians 
have tended to describe Dutch wartime experiences in predominantly 
1 Quoted by Frits Snapper,  Oorlogsinvloeden op de overzeese handel van Holland 1551-1719  
(Amsterdam 1959) 32.
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negative terms, and have pointed above all to the loss of life and labor, the 
exploitative demands on the economy and the destruction of capital due 
to bombardment and plundering.  

 Yet hardship and destruction do not tell the whole story of wartime 
economic experiences. In his analysis of the Second World War, the eco-
nomic historian A. Milward identifĳied predominantly redistributive efffects, 
such as in foreign trade and alterations in the pattern of investments. A 
loss for some would almost always constitute a gain for others. 2  War often 
induced innovative changes, while war-related scarcity might encourage 
the exploitation of underused natural resources and war-related demand 
might stimulate the development of new industries and skills.    3  The German 
sociologist W. Sombart even argued that wars propelled the development 
of capitalism  tout court . During the Cold War, this thesis was reiterated in 
a slightly diffferent vein in the debate on the military-industrial complex, 
which centered on the rise of giant, capitalist businesses connected to the 
military threats of the time. 4   

 War could also expand the capacity of the state. The economic historian 
F. Lane argued that governments should be considered as economically 
productive, even if they had no other function than the use and control of 
violence. With the development of what M. Weber termed ‘the monopoly of 
violence’, state authorities reduced the cost of protection, a cost that civil-
ians otherwise had to shoulder for protection against bandits, private armies 
and hostile powers. 5  More recently, D. North, J. Wallis and B. Weingast 
have again emphasized the importance of efffĳ icient governmental control 
over violence for stimulating long-term economic development, not only 
in relation to foreign trade, but also for establishing a reliable domestic 
jurisdiction. 6   

 Such services came at a cost, in the form of high taxes that could 
undermine the investment capacities of entrepreneurs. 7  Indeed, wars 
encouraged the imposition of higher duties. After a war, the tax burden 

2 Alan S. Milward,  War, economy and society 1939-1945  (London 1977) 336.
3 Henry Barbera,  Rich nations and poor in peace and war  (Lexington (MA) 1973).
4 Werner Sombart,  Krieg und Kapitalismus  (München 1913); Michael A. Bernstein and Mark 
R. Wilson, ‘New perspectives on the history of the military-industrial complex’,  Enterprise & 

Society  12 (2011) 1-9.
5 Frederick Lane, ‘The economic meaning of war and protection’,  Journal of Social Philosophy 

& Jurisprudence  7:3 (1942) 254-270.
6 Douglass North, John Wallis, and Barry Weingast,  Violence and social orders .  A conceptual 

framework for interpreting recorded human history  (Cambridge and New York 2009).
7 Charles Wilson, ‘Taxation and the decline of empires, an unfashionable theme’, in his 
 Economic History and the Historian  (New York 1969).
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would be lowered slightly, but it would remain above the pre-war level, 
as the population had grown accustomed to higher rates. A. Peacock and 
J. Wiseman have labelled this ‘the displacement hypothesis’ (known as 
 plateau-theorie  in Dutch). Larger budgets enabled the state to undertake 
new tasks that went beyond the primary duty of defense, such as building 
infrastructure or distributing poor relief. 8  Tax arrangements were even said 
to have stimulated the development of property rights and supported the 
rise of capital markets. 9  

 Such views have had their impact on the Dutch historiography on 
war and economy. This chapter sets out to analyze how the interpreta-
tion of the economic efffects of war has changed over the last hundred 
years, organized around the following three topics: economic warfare and 
foreign trade, war fĳ inances and the efffect of war on the capacity of the 
state, and wartime stimuli for economic progress. I will look at the Eighty 
Years War (1568-1648), the Napoleonic Wars (1795-1813) and the Second 
World War (1939/1940-1945). The conclusion will transcend chronological 
boundaries and look at comparable trends in historiography. It is shown 
that a remarkable convergence has occurred in recent decades, with more 
scholars accepting a more positive reading of the economic efffects of war. 

 Wartime threats: economic warfare and Dutch vulnerability 
in overseas shipping and trade  

 This section addresses the historiography of economic warfare, and above 
all of wartime blockades, trade embargos and other means of attacking 
enemy trade. A particularly contentious topic has been the role of mercantil-
ism, the early modern doctrine whereby states aimed to obtain as much 
bullion stock as possible through a positive balance of trade, by stimulating 
exports and reducing imports. Mercantilist statesmen regarded trade as 
a zero-sum game; trade that profĳ ited the Netherlands, for example, was 
always a loss for other states. Mercantilism thus invigorated the tendency 
for conflict over trade routes and resources.  

 In 1931, the Swedish historian E. Hecksher claimed that the Netherlands 
was ‘less afffected by mercantilist tendencies than most other countries’. 

8 A.T. Peacock and J. Wiseman,  The growth of public expenditure in the United Kingdom  
(Princeton 1961).
9 P.G.M. Dickson,  The fĳinancial revolution in England. A study in the development of public 

credit, 1688-1756  (London 1967); Marjolein ’t Hart,  The making of a bourgeois state. War, politics 

and fĳinance during the Dutch Revolt  (Manchester 1993).
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This statement did not deny the existence of Dutch mercantilism; it was the 
comparative perspective that counted. 10  Mercantilism was not altogether 
absent, yet protectionist measures were much less consistent than those of 
other states. Dutch policy was thus ruled by a spirit of opportunism. 11  For 
E. Verviers and Joh. de Vries, this opportunism was the ultimate evidence 
that no mercantilism existed: mercantilism required a guiding principle, 
and this guiding principle was simply absent in the Dutch Republic. 12   

 Other authors went even further, claiming that mercantilism would have 
been unnecessary, as the Netherlands did not experience trade imbalances 
and did not sufffer from shortages of silver and gold. 13  Another recurrent 
interpretation pointed to the obvious weaknesses of the republican state in 
comparison with the powerful centralized bureaucracies of other European 
states. The lack of central state control precluded mercantilist methods, with 
the result that the Dutch were victims of mercantilism rather than active 
mercantilists. 14  This opinion was again voiced more recently by the British 
historians D. Ormrod and S. Epstein, who stressed that in comparison 
with the British state, the Dutch central authorities had much less leverage 
over the diffferent provinces. Economic policies, including mercantilist 
tendencies, thus came to nothing. 15   

 Despite this, a prominent minority of scholars has always discerned 
powerful mercantilist attitudes in trade policies. 16  P.W. Klein argued that 
the Dutch authorities were mercantilist because they aimed to further 
Dutch trade and the Amsterdam staple market under all circumstances. 

10 Eli F. Heckscher,  Mercantilism  (London and New York 1931) 351.
11 W.D. Voorthuijsen,  De Republiek der Verenigde Nederlanden en het mercantilisme  (The Hague 
1964) 130, 352; J.G. van Dillen ,  ‘ Betekenis  van het  begrip mercantilisme  in de  economische  en  
politieke geschiedschrijving ’,  Tijdschrift voor geschiedenis  72 ( 1959 )  177- 205, 200.
12 E.  Verviers, De Nederlandsche handelspolitiek tot aan de toepassing der vrijhandelsbeginselen  
(Leiden 1914) 81; Johan de Vries,  De economische achteruitgang der Republiek in de achttiende 

eeuw  (Leiden 1968; original 1959) 45.
13 Otto van Rees,  Geschiedenis der staathuishoudkunde in Nederland tot het einde der achttiende 

eeuw. Oorsprong en karakter van de Nederlandsche nijverheidspolitiek der zeventiende eeuw 

 (Utrecht 1865) 286; Th.  van Tijn, ‘Dutch economic thought  in the seventeenth century’, in: J. van 
Daal and A. Heertje (eds.),  Economic thought in the Netherlands: 1650-1950  (Aldershot 1992) 7-28, 8.
14 Otto Pringsheim,  Beiträge zur wirtschaftlichen Entwicklungsgeschichte der vereinigten 

Niederlande, im 17. und 18. Jahrhundert  (Leipzig 1890) 2; T.P. van der Kooy,  Hollands stapelmarkt 

en haar verval  (Amsterdam 1931) 53; Jan and Annie Romein,  De lage landen bij de zee  (Utrecht 
1949) 319-320.
15 David Ormrod,  The rise of commercial empires. England and the Netherlands in the Age of 

Mercantilism, 1650-1770  (Cambridge 2003) 337, 343; S.R. Epstein,  Freedom and growth :  The rise 

of states and markets in Europe, 1300-1750  (London 2000) 34.
16 R. Fruin,  Tien jaren uit den Tachtigjarigen Oorlog, 1588-1598  (The Hague 1941; original 1857); 
see also Van Rees,  Geschiedenis , 157, 184.
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Economic interests were continually on the agenda of the States General of 
the Netherlands. G. Rommelse concluded: ‘The Dutch political elite upheld, 
regulated and stimulated Dutch maritime and commercial rights’. 17   

 It is remarkable that the (in)famous blockade of Antwerp played no role 
in this debate, despite being a perfect example of typical Dutch mercantil-
ism departing from the zero-sum view that regarded all trade to Antwerp 
as a loss for the Dutch. Historians took a similar, zero-sum view of the rapid 
rise of Amsterdam, which was explained simply by the decline of Antwerp. 
The massive exodus of entrepreneurs and skilled workers from the South 
to the North was regarded as one of the main factors in this development. 
J. Briels assumed that from the sheer number of migrants, the economic 
impact must have been immense. 18  Departing from Briels’ fĳ igures, J. Israel 
added that thanks to the blockade of Antwerp, the Dutch Republic’s trade 
network was crucially extended by new  rich trade  links (colonial and luxury 
goods), in addition to the existing  bulk trades  (grain, salt, etc.). 19  

 However, reservations existed about such simple explanations. His-
torians criticized Briels’ estimates as being too high, and pointed to the 
independent potential of Amsterdam’s trading fleet and networks. Many 
refugees were less wealthy than Briels had assumed, as large numbers of 
artisans and entrepreneurs were only at the beginning of their careers. 
H. Kaptein added that in the textile industry, innovations did not come 
from Southern migrants alone, but also from Northern Netherlanders and 
German migrants. 20  The continuity in the development of the North was 
thus more robust than had previously been assumed. 

17 P.W. Klein, ‘A new look at an old subject: Dutch trade policies in the Age of Mercantilism’, 
in: Simon Groenveld and Michael Wintle (eds.),  State and trade. Government and the economy 

in Britain and the Netherlands since the Middle Ages  (Zutphen 1992) 39-49; Gijs Rommelse, ‘The 
role of mercantilism in Ango-Dutch political relations, 1650-74’,  The Economic History Review 

 63:3 (2010) 591-611, 608.
18 Ernst Baasch,  Holländische Wirtschaftsgeschichte  (Jena 1927) 12, 84, 92-3, 95, 140, 255; T.S. 
Jansma, ‘De economische opbloei van het Noorden’, in:  Algemene Geschiedenis der Nederlanden 

 V   (The Hague 1952) 210-244, in particular 220-225; L.J. Rogier,  Eenheid en scheiding. Geschiedenis 

der Nederlanden 1477-1813  (Utrecht and Antwerpen 1952) 160-161; J. Briels,  De Zuidnederlandse 

immigratie 1572-1630  (Bussum 1978) 21.
19 Jonathan Israel,  Dutch primacy in world trade 1585-1740  (Oxford 1989) 30, 42, 408-409.
20 A. Th. van Deursen, ‘De invloed van het zuiden’,  Tijdschrift voor Geschiedenis  93 (1980) 
289-290; Ad Knotter, ‘Vreemdelingen in Amsterdam in de 17 e  eeuw: groepsvorming, arbeid en 
ondernemerschap’,  Holland  27 (1995) 197-235; Clé Lesger,  Handel in Amsterdam ten tijde van de 

Opstand. Kooplieden, commerciële expansie en verandering in de ruimtelijke economie van de 

Nederlanden ca. 1550-ca.1630  (Hilversum 2001); Oscar Gelderblom,  Zuid-Nederlandse kooplieden 

en de opkomst van de Amsterdamse stapelmarkt (1578-1630)  (Hilversum 2000); Herman Kaptein, 
 De Hollandse textielnijverheid 1350-1600. Conjunctuur en continuïteit  (Hilversum 1998) 198, 230.

TSEG2014.2-boek.indd   265TSEG2014.2-boek.indd   265 05-06-14   15:4605-06-14   15:46



266

TIJDSCHRIFT VOOR SOCIALE EN ECONOMISCHE GESCHIEDENIS

VOL. 11, NO. 2, 2014

 Furthermore, there were conflicting views regarding the impact of Span-
ish trade embargos during the Eighty Years War. In his survey into the efffect 
of war on Dutch trade, F. Snapper emphasized the harmful efffects of the 1598 
embargo. In Israel’s opinion, the embargo of 1621 had an immense impact, 
not only on the Dutch economy, but also on the European economy as a 
whole. 21  While neither denied the possibility of re-routing or smuggling, they 
attached little weight to it. Previously, however, J.H. Kernkamp had shown 
that much of the trade continued due to the high volume of smuggling. J.G. 
van Dillen argued that Dutch merchants simply employed the flags or ships 
of other nations and used alternative routes, for example via Hamburg or 
Bordeaux. 22  Though vexing, the trade embargos may well have had much 
less impact than the Spanish Habsburgs had hoped. 

 The Spanish also waged economic warfare by attacking Dutch ships 
directly from their marine base at Dunkirk. The dominant historiography 
placed great emphasis on the damaging impact of the Dunkirk privateers on 
the herring trade, the losses allegedly being so substantial that the herring 
fĳ isheries were unable to recover after the war. It was thought that there had 
been between 1,500 and 3,000 herring busses at the end of the sixteenth 
century, while in 1650 only 550 were left; fĳ igures that in themselves left 
little to the imagination. 23  H. Kranenburg, however, showed that there 
could not have been more than 400 or 500 Dutch herring busses in the 
last three decades of the sixteenth century. His study pointed to a possible 
wartime rise after 1600 and a possible wartime decline after 1630, with the 
implication that there was little real diffference in the numbers before and 
after the war. 24  In addition, the decline after 1630 was not caused only by 
the Dunkirk privateers, but might also have been brought about by lower 
demand for herring or by migration of the herring near the Norwegian 
coast. The activities of the Dunkirk privateers thus only reinforced the 
existing decline in the opportunities for the herring fĳ isheries. Neither did 
the difffĳ iculties in herring fĳ ishing entail an absolute loss. Rotterdam’s fĳ isher-
men found ready employment in other shipping trades, while in Schiedam, 

21 Snapper,  Oorlogsinvloeden , 53, 75; Israel,  Dutch primacy , 58.
22 J.H. Kernkamp.  De handel op den vijand, 1572-1609  Vol. II (Utrecht 1931-1934) 348; J.G. van Dil-
len,  Van rijkdom en regenten. Handboek tot de economische en sociale geschiedenis van Nederland 

tijdens de Republiek  (The Hague 1970) 104-107, 333.
23 Geofffrey Parker,  Spain and the Netherlands. Ten Studies  (London 1979) 199; De Vries and 
Van der Woude,  The fĳirst modern economy , 404.
24 H.A.H. Kranenburg,  De zeevisscherij van Holland in de tijd der Republiek  (Amsterdam 1946) 
25-39.
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fĳ ishermen entered the booming brandy industry. 25  The wartime economic 
policies of the Spanish were not unimportant, but neither do they seem to 
have been devastating.  

 Comparable debates resurfaced regarding the trade blockade imposed 
by French customs offfĳ icers during the Napoleonic wars. Most historians 
observed an enormous decline in trade, an interpretation exemplifĳ ied in, 
among others, L. van Nierop’s article on the number of vessels arriving in 
Amsterdam. However, her fĳ igures depended solely on the  Koopman- en 

Zeetijdingen , an offfĳ icial newspaper that is likely to have excluded trade by 
other means. 26  By contrast, I.J. Brugmans used statistics from harbors in 
the Baltic and England, rather than Amsterdam or Holland, to demonstrate 
how Dutch shipping continued through smuggling or the use of alternative 
routes, often via inland rivers. 27  This viewpoint was corroborated by new 
statistics produced by J.L. van Zanden and A. van Riel, which suggested that 
Dutch shipping companies adapted to the new situation in a flexible way. 
Trade only started to decline slowly from 1807 onwards, reaching a sudden 
and almost complete standstill from 1811 to 1813 (in itself, a relatively short 
period). 28  Even then, hardship for some meant profĳ its for others in the 
Netherlands. Because overseas shipping drew to a halt, the grain trade in 
’s-Hertogenbosch flourished. 29   

 Ultimately, Dutch historians came to attach less blame to French war 
policies for the decline, although war did account for the occasional sharp 
fluctuation. J. de Vries and A. van der Woude held the ‘accumulated and 
unattended weaknesses’ of the old Republic responsible, while Van Zanden 
and Van Riel saw the structural incapacity of the state institutions as the 
chief culprit, not least the decentralized structure of the government. 30  

25 John F. Richards,  Unending frontier. An environmental history of the early modern world  
(Berkeley and London 2003) 51; Christiaan van Bochove, ‘De Hollandse haringvisserij tijdens 
de vroegmoderne tijd’,  Tijdschrift voor Sociale en Economische Geschiedenis  1:1 (2004) 3-27, 13, 16, 
22; A.P. van Vliet,  Vissers en kapers. De zeevisserij vanuit het Maasmondgebied en de Duinkerker 

kapers (ca. 1580-1648)  (The Hague 1994) 60-62, 82-91, 150, 189-203; Bo Poulsen,  Dutch herring. An 

environmental history, c.1600-1860  (Amsterdam 2008) 229, 234.
26 Leonie van Nierop, ‘Amsterdam’s scheepvaart in den Franschen tijd’,  Jaarboek Amsteloda-

mum  21 (1924) 117-138, 120.
27 I.J. Brugmans,  Paardenkracht en Mensenmacht. Sociaal-Economische Geschiedenis van 

Nederland 1795-1940  (The Hague 1976) 23-25, 27, 34, 39-41.
28 Jan Luiten van Zanden and Arthur van Riel,  The strictures of inheritance. The Dutch economy 

in the nineteenth century  (Princeton and Oxford 2004) 67-68.
29 Brugmans,  Paardenkracht , 40.
30 De Vries and Van der Woude,  The fĳirst modern economy , 685; Van Zanden and Van Riel, 
 Strictures , 36, 83.
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This is what caused the structural decline in this period, and not the war 
in itself or the French blockades.  

  Wartime options: high taxes and innovations in public 
fĳinances  

 For decades, research in the fĳ ield of war fĳ inances was predominantly de-
scriptive. Up to the 1970s, the most far-reaching observations concerned 
the utterly chaotic nature of Dutch early modern taxation. Indeed, some 
scholars argued that the fĳ iscal organization of the Republic did not even 
deserve to be called a ‘system’. As a result, most historians simply based 
their analyses on the institutional incapacity of the Dutch state. 31  Another 
recurrent interpretation concerned how high war-related taxation had 
contributed to the eighteenth-century decline, hindering industrial de-
velopment above all else. 32  This idea was given a more analytical basis in 
J. Mokyr’s comparative study on industrialization: the high cost of labor, 
caused by high taxes, was likely to have been a factor holding back the 
industrial revolution in the Northern Netherlands. 33  

 The late 1980s saw new approaches, stimulated by the work of the New 
Institutional Economists and the historical sociologist C. Tilly. War fĳinances 
were increasingly studied in relation to political economy. 34  The improved 
state capacities resulting from such high duties were not regarded as merely 
negative, but perceived as substantial innovative achievements in the 
formation of political power and control. 35  The early commercialization 

31 Baasch,  Holländische Wirtschaftsgeschichte , 175, for the quote;  A.C.J. de Vrankrijker, Ge-

schiedenis van de belastingen  (Bussum 1969). For a summary of the literature on the incapacity 
of the Dutch Republic, see J. Hovy, ‘Institutioneel onvermogen in de 18de eeuw’, in:  Algemene 

Geschiedenis der Nederlanden  IX (Haarlem 1980) 126-138.
32 Pringsheim,  Beiträge , 36; De Vries,  Economische achteruitgang ,   107.
33 Joel Mokyr,  Industrialization in the Low Countries, 1795-1850  (New Haven 1976); see also 
Michael Wintle,  An economic and social history of the Netherlands 1820-1900. Demographic, 

economic, and social transition  (Cambridge 2000) 88-89, 92-93, 121, 143.
34 Douglass C. North,  Structure and change in economic history  (New York 1981); Charles Tilly, 
 Coercion, capital, and European states, AD 990-1990  (Cambridge (MA) and Oxford 1990); W.P. 
Blockmans,  De volksvertegenwoordiging in Vlaanderen in de overgang van Middeleeuwen naar 

Nieuwe Tijden (1384-1506)  (Brussels 1978); Marc Boone,  Geld en macht. De Gentse stadsfĳinanciën 

en de Bourgondische staatsvorming (1384-1453)  (Ghent 1990).
35 See for example Wantje Fritschy, ‘Overheidsuitgaven als uiting van het institutioneel 
onvermogen van de achttiende-eeuwse Republiek’,  Economisch en Sociaal-Historisch Jaarboek 

 48 (1985) 19-47; Idem,  De patriotten en de fĳinanciën van de Bataafse Republiek. Hollands krediet 

en de smalle marges voor een nieuw beleid (1795-1801)  (Leiden 1988).
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and urbanization of the Low Countries enabled the widespread develop-
ment of new excise taxes, based on the example of urban fĳ inances. The 
flexibility of this fĳ iscal instrument helped to make government relatively 
efffĳ icient, a view that contrasts sharply with the earlier interpretation of 
an inefffĳ icient state with chaotic taxation. 36  The high rate of extraction per 
capita in Holland permitted the imposition of far lower tax burdens in the 
more peripheral areas, which in turn lowered the threat of secessionist 
revolts. Viewed in this way, A. Kappelhof’s conclusions regarding the low 
tax burden in Brabant overturned the age-old assumption that this region 
had been fĳ iscally over-exploited by Holland. 37  

 The rise of public debt, enabling urgent wartime expenses to be spread 
over a longer period of time, was another innovative aspect of state fĳ inances 
in the Netherlands. The American historian J. Tracy called the ease with 
which the sixteenth-century States of Holland could raise voluntary gov-
ernment wartime loans a ‘fĳ inancial revolution’. 38  Having a well-managed 
system of public debt gave small republics a crucial comparative advantage 
over larger territorial states for at least three centuries. The latter lacked 
the proper control mechanisms in the form of representatives from the 
investing public. 39  Tracy’s thesis regarding the revolutionary aspect of this 
precocious institutional development prompted a number of scholars to 
react, offfering an adjustment in time (regarding earlier developments) or 
questioning the role of taxation and the private investment market. 40   

36 ’t Hart,  The making .
37 A.C.M. Kappelhof,  De belastinghefffĳing in de Meierij van Den Bosch gedurende de Generaliteits-

periode (1648-1730)  (Tilburg 1986).
38 James D. Tracy,  A fĳinancial revolution in the Habsburg Netherlands. Renten and renteniers 

in the County of Holland, 1515-1565  (Berkeley 1985). The term was borrowed from Dickson,  The 

fĳinancial revolution . For a confĳirmation of the thesis for the sixteenth and seventeenth centuries, 
see ’t Hart,  The making , and idem, ‘De democratische paradox en de Opstand in Vlaanderen, 
Brabant en Holland’, in: Mario Damen and Louis Sicking (eds.),  Bourgondië voorbij. Opstellen 

aangeboden aan Wim Blockmans  (Hilversum 2010) 323-335.
39 Wim Blockmans, ‘A typology of representative institutions in late medieval Europe’,  Journal 

of Medieval History  4 (1978) 189-215; David Stasavage,  States of credit. Size, power, and the develop-

ment of European politics  (Princeton 2011).
40 On the earlier origins of the fĳ inancial revolution: John Munro, ‘The medieval origins of the 
fĳ inancial revolution. Usury, rentes, and negotiability,’  International History Review  25 (2003) 
505-562; Jaco Zuijderduijn, ‘The emergence of provincial public debt in the county of Holland 
(thirteenth-sixteenth centuries)’,  European Review of Economic History  14 (2011) 335-359. On 
the role of taxation: Wantje Fritschy, ‘A fĳ inancial revolution reconsidered: public fĳ inance in 
Holland during the Dutch revolt, 1568-1648’,  The Economic History Review  56 (2003) 57-89. 
On the market for private bonds: Oscar Gelderblom and Joost Jonker, ‘Completing a fĳ inancial 
revolution: the fĳ inance of the Dutch East India trade and the rise of the Amsterdam capital 
market, 1595-1612’,  Journal of Economic History  64 (2004) 641-647. For criticism on the latter see 
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 The innovations in taxes and public loans gave substantial backing 
to the wartime fĳ inances of the Dutch Republic and enabled it to become 
independent, alongside the rise of a burgeoning capital market. Over time, 
the redistribution of wealth caused by the rise of a massive public debt 
widened the divide between rich and poor in the Republic. Large flows of 
funds were in fact channeled from lower-class taxpayers, who contributed 
disproportionately to the excises needed to pay the debt charges, to a much 
smaller number of wealthier bondholders. 41  The lack of centralized state 
control hampered further improvements over time, such as obtaining 
a more equal tax burden over the diffferent classes and over the whole 
territory of the Netherlands. In this respect, the earlier ‘incapacity thesis’ 
of Dutch fĳ iscal institutions came to the fore again. True modernization 
only came about during the wartime pressures of the Napoleonic period, 
another innovation connected to the efffects of war. T. Pfeil even presented 
the subsequent fĳ inancial centralization as the critical issue for the survival 
of the Netherlands into the nineteenth century. 42   

 In the twentieth century, the state’s capacities increased substantially 
during the two world wars. Initially historians used the term  socialisering 

 (socialization); later on, the phrase ‘the end of the  nachtwakerstaat ’ (the 
night-watch state, i.e. a state with limited tasks) came into vogue. The 
Dutch state fĳ inances became more efffĳ icient during the First World War, 
thanks to the introduction of the fĳ irst income tax, among other things. 
Ideas for more active government that had not been executed previously 
were given a wartime boost, such as ambitious plans for housing the poorer 
classes, the drainage scheme for the Zuiderzee (which would create large 
new areas for agriculture), the merger of railway companies and national 
plans for health insurance. 43  This increased capacity regarding meeting the 

Wantje Fritschy, ‘Holland’s public debt and Amsterdam’s capital market (1585-1609)’, in: C.S. 
Ayá & B.J. García García (eds.),  Banca, crédito y capital. La Monarquía Hispánica y los antiguos 

Países Bajos (1505-1700)  (Madrid 2006), 39-59; Marjolein ’t Hart,  The Dutch wars of independence. 

War and commerce in the Netherlands 1570-1680  (London 2014) 168. The VOC did not act as an 
intermediary for government loans, in contrast to the British case.
41 De Vries and Van der Woude,  The fĳirst modern economy , 115-177, 683.
42 Tom Pfeil,  Tot redding van het vaderland. Het primaat van de Nederlandse overheidsfĳinanciën 

in de Bataafs-Franse tijd 1795-1810  (Amsterdam 1998); see also Simon Schama, ‘The exigencies 
of war and the politics of taxation in the Netherlands 1795-1810’, in: J. M. Winter (ed.),  War and 

economic development. Essays in memory of David Joslin  (Cambridge 1975) 103-137.
43 Brugmans,  Paardenkracht , 451; Johan de Vries, ‘Het economische leven van Nederland 1918-
1940’, in: J.A. de Jonge (ed.),  Geschiedenis van het moderne Nederland. Politieke, economische en 

sociale ontwikkelingen  (Houten 1988) 360-397, 366, 396; Jan L. van Zanden,  The economic history 

of the Netherlands 1914-1995. A small open economy in the ‘long’ twentieth century  (London 1998) 
97; Samuël Kruizinga,  Overlegeconomie in oorlogstijd. De Nederlandse Overzee Trustmaatschappij 
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aggregate needs of ordinary inhabitants was consistent with the Peacock 
and Wiseman hypothesis. 

 Fiscal innovations during the Second World War were also noticeable. 
After both wars, taxation constituted a higher proportion of the national 
income than had previously been the case, which was again consistent 
with the Peacock and Wiseman hypothesis. The German occupation, in 
particular, resulted in a more equitable taxation system, with enterprises 
and the well-to-do paying higher duties and families with children lower 
rates than before the war. 44  Over time, historians thus observed substantial 
wartime innovations and improvements in public fĳ inances, which led to 
improved state capabilities. 

 Wartime stimuli: incentives for economic progress  

 Most historians, however, remained focused on the immediate nega-
tive efffects of war, and not least its destructive aspects. For example, L. 
Noordegraaf underscored the close interrelation between wartime threats, 
inflation, scarcity and the political turmoil of the late 1560s. 45  An article 
by W. Brulez enumerated the losses of the Eighty Years War; his results 
indicated a net loss of 13 per cent in trade and 16 per cent in industrial 
production for both the North and the South. 46  Recent research has also 
demonstrated in convincing detail the devastating consequences of the 
military inundations for the Scheldt estuary in the late sixteenth century. 47  

 The focus on war’s negative impact on the economy is easily explained. 
Because potential demands for tax reductions or fĳ inancial support mean 
that war damage is well-documented, the benefĳicial efffects of war are more 
difffĳ icult to grasp. Patriotism is also to blame for exaggerations, for example, 
the well-known dark legend of the devastation caused by Montecuccoli’s 

en de Eerste Wereldoorlog  (Zutphen 2012)   305-308, 320, 324; Keetie Sluyterman,  Dutch enterprise 

in the 20th century: business strategies in small open country  (London 2005) 82-91. Industrial 
innovation was substantial in this period too, not least in the fĳ ield of management.
44 Hein A.M. Klemann,  Nederland 1938-1948. Economie en samenleving in jaren van oorlog en 

bezetting  (Amsterdam 2002) 157-171.
45 Leo Noordegraaf, ‘Economie en Opstand. Oorzaak en gevolg? Of gevolg en oorzaak?’,  Spiegel 

Historiael  29:11 (1994) 488-493.
46 Wilfried Brulez, ‘Het gewicht van de oorlog in de nieuwe tijden’,  Tijdschrift voor Geschiedenis  
91 (1978) 386-406 . 
47 Adriaan M.J. de Kraker,  Landschap uit balans. De invloed van de natuur, de economie en de 

politiek op de ontwikkeling van het landschap in de Vier Ambachten en het Land van Saeftinghe 

tussen 1488 en 1609  (Utrecht 1997).
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invasion of the Veluwe in 1629 has recently been discarded as a fĳ igment of 
historical imagination. 48   

 Remarkably few scholars have questioned how the Eighty Years War 
could coincide with the economic growth of the Dutch Golden Age. G. 
Parker reasoned that without the war, economic growth would simply have 
been far more substantial. 49  This hypothesis is impossible to substantiate, 
and also doubtful, as political independence was crucial for the establish-
ment of a favorable political economy that enabled substantial economic 
progress in the short and long term. J. Nef’s answer to this question focused 
on the fact that the Dutch managed to keep the actual warfare outside 
their own borders. 50  This is not convincing either; in view of the numerous 
states that sufffered recurrent economic crises because of wars fought in 
other territories.    51   

 A more plausible explanation concerned wartime redistribution, as 
noted in the introduction to this chapter regarding Milward’s work. Hol-
land’s wartime trade obviously profĳ ited at the expense of inland trading 
communities. A gradual shift from continental to overseas trade had been 
in progress before the war and the temporary rise in inland customs duties 
meant that the war hastened this development. The continental trade that 
had enriched inland towns such as Deventer was rapidly replaced by ship-
ping along the maritime coast. 52  Another redistributive efffect was noted in 
industry. For example, the devastating scorched earth campaigns of Dutch 
state troops in the Meierij did not hamper the precocious development of 
Tilburg’s wool trade. This industry represented the progress towards fĳ iner 
and better-quality cloth, which gradually replaced the coarser textiles of 
nearby proto-industrial centers. When troops destroyed the looms of the 
latter, changes in the wool trade made it difffĳ icult for them to recover. 53  Such 
trends were not caused by the war, although war may have aggravated the 
downward fluctuations of outmoded production centers.  

48 Peter De Cauwer,  Tranen van bloed. Het beleg van ’s-Hertogenbosch en de oorlog in de Neder-

landen, 1629  (Amsterdam 2008) 110, 197-200.
49 See Parker’s analysis of the economic costs of the Revolt in his  Spain and the Netherlands .
50 John U. Nef,  War and Human Progress  (London 1950) 109.
51 For a more elaborate treatment of this debate, see ’t Hart,  The Dutch Wars of Independence , 
194-196.
52 Paul Holthuis,  Frontierstad bij het scheiden van de markt. Deventer, militair, demografĳisch, 

economisch, 1578-1648  (Deventer 1993); ’t Hart,  The Dutch Wars , 177.
53 Leo Adriaenssen,  Staatsvormend geweld. Overleven aan de frontlinies in de meierij van Den 

Bosch, 1572-1629  (Tilburg, 2007); Idem, ‘Hoe Tilburg in de Opstand goed garen spon. De opkomst 
van Tilburg als lakencentrum’,  Bijdragen tot de Geschiedenis  85 (2002) 5-34. Tilburg’s recovery 
was also rapid thanks to a bufffer of well-organized village fĳ inances.

TSEG2014.2-boek.indd   272TSEG2014.2-boek.indd   272 05-06-14   15:4605-06-14   15:46



273     

FROM THE EIGHT Y YEARS WAR TO THE SECOND WORLD WAR

’T HART

 Another explanation for the coincidence of economic growth during 
this war related to the possible benefĳicial results of wartime expenditure. 
Vermeesch showed how Dutch soldiers’ pay sustained the economic boom in 
garrison towns. In contrast to most other soldiers, the States’ troops received 
regular payment, thanks to the efffĳ icient tax system and the ability to raise 
cheap loans. As a result, in contrast to garrisons in other countries, garrison 
towns in the Republic were less troubled by mutinies or plunder and their 
negative economic efffects. Dutch troops exerted a signifĳ icant demand 
on the local economy. Substantial sums were spent on fortifĳ ications and 
the housing of soldiers, clothing and food, and not least beer. Since Dutch 
soldiers had to pay the usual excises, in contrast to other European troops, 
local government budgets swelled, enabling new infrastructure projects. 
When peace was signed in 1648, the number of soldiers was reduced, result-
ing in an economic downturn in several garrison towns. 54  

 Historians noted other obvious benefĳicial consequences in the areas sur-
rounding the admiralties. The construction of ships was already a flourishing 
industry, but this sector received a major boost due to the standardization 
of navy vessels, which enabled economies of scale. 55  The establishment of 
the Amsterdam navy, in particular, created one of the largest employers 
in the Republic. Innovations in the fĳ ield of capitalist management brought 
about a boost in production, not only on the wharves but also in the sup-
plying industries, such as roperies. 56  The admiralty board at Rotterdam 
also received numerous naval subsidies, which contributed signifĳ icantly 
to this small town’s rise to become one of the largest commercial cities in 
the Republic. 57  The admiralties further supported traders and fĳ ishermen 
by hiring out arms and ships, not unlike the advantageous arrangements 
described in Lane’s study on Venice. 58  The navy and the army thus provided 
positive economic stimuli, while also contributing to efffĳ icient protection 

54 Griet Vermeesch,  Oorlog, steden en staatsvorming. De grenssteden Gorinchem en Doesburg 

tijdens de geboorte-eeuw van de Republiek (1570-1680)  (Amsterdam 2006); Erwin Steegen,  Klein-

handel en stedelijke ontwikkeling. Het kramersambacht te Maastricht in de vroegmoderne tijd  
(Hilversum 2006) 264, 290. For comparable wartime stimuli see William P. Caferro, ‘Warfare and 
economy in Renaissance Italy, 1350-1450’,  Journal of Interdisciplinary History  39 (2008) 167-209.
55 Michiel de Jong,  Staat van Oorlog. Wapenbedrijf en militaire hervorming in de Republiek der 

Verenigde Nederlanden, 1585-1621  (Hilversum 2005) 66-68; Arjan Otte, ‘Zeeuwse zeezaken. Een 
admiraliteit rond de Eerste Engelse Oorlog, 1651-1655’,  Tijdschrift voor Zeegeschiedenis  23 (2004) 
142-157; De Vries and Van der Woude , The fĳirst modern economy , 144, 614.
56 Pepijn Brandon,  Masters of war. State, capital, and military enterprise in the Dutch Cycle of 

Accumulation (1600-1795)  (Amsterdam, Dissertation University of Amsterdam 2013).
57 Snapper,  Oorlogsinvloeden , 50.
58 De Jong,  Staat van Oorlog , 45-8, 87-90, 148-9, 172; P.W. Klein,  De Trippen in de 17e eeuw. Een 

studie over het ondernemersgedrag op de Hollandse stapelmarkt  (Assen 1965) 247.
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against hostile threats and control over domestic violence, comparable to 
the theses of Lane and of North, Wallis and Weingast referred to above. 

 The rapid rise of the Dutch arms market during the war has been ac-
knowledged as undoubtedly having had a positive efffect on the economy. 
V. Barbour even connected this trade to the rise of capitalism, not unlike 
Sombart’s thesis mentioned in the introduction. 59  The work of Klein and 
M. de Jong described this precocious development in detail. The enormous, 
growing demand by the army and navy for arms was standardized around 
1600, with canon and muskets of similar caliber and warships of the same 
size, which resulted in an extraordinarily open and transparent market. 
While production received a boost thanks to the establishment of close 
links to the Swedish iron industry, workshops were encouraged to specialize 
– by only making grenades or fork rests for muskets, for example – which 
speeded up production and efffĳ iciency. As a result, Dutch weaponry was in 
great demand all over Europe; the country’s producers could supply all the 
equipment needed for armies numbering several thousands in just two or 
three months. 60  H. Vogel estimated the contribution of the arms trade to 
Dutch seventeenth-century GDP at around 5 per cent. 61   

 With the expansion of the army and navy, a growing number of entre-
preneurs became directly involved in supplying the military. Thanks to 
the mature institutional arrangements in Dutch contracts, entrepreneurs 
were able to enjoy the fruits of these investments even over the very long 
term, such as the Machado-Pereira company that delivered bread to the 
troops, or the fĳ inancial middlemen who provided the necessary short-
term loans for the captains of the troops. 62  In most other countries, the 

59 Violet Barbour,  Capitalism in Amsterdam in the 17  th   century  (Ann Arbor 1963) 35-40. For a 
comparable interpretation focusing on the wartime rise of the middle class in the Netherlands, 
see Maury D. Feld,  The structure of violence. Armed forces as social systems  (Beverley Hills and 
London 1977) 169 and 198.
60 Klein,  Trippen , 208; De Jong,  Staat van Oorlog , 170-171; L.F.W. Adriaenssen, ‘De Amsterdamse 
geschutgieterij. Over het oorlogsindustriële ondernemerschap van de stedelijke overheid’, 
 Jaarboek Amstelodamum  94 (2002) 44-89.
61 Hans Vogel, ‘Arms production and exports in the Dutch Republic, 1600-1650’, in: Marco van 
der Hoeven (ed.),  Exercise of arms. Warfare in the Netherlands 1568-1648  (Leiden 1988) 197-210; 
see also L.D. Westera, ‘De geschutsgieterij in de Republiek’, in: Clé Lesger and Leo Noordegraaf 
(eds.),  Ondernemers en bestuurders. Economie en politiek in de Noordelijke Nederlanden in de 

late middeleeuwen en vroegmoderne tijd  (Amsterdam 1999) 575-602. ’t Hart,  The Dutch Wars 

of Independence , uses the concept or wartime commercialization to explain Dutch economic 
successes during the Eighty Years War.
62 Olaf van Nimwegen,  De subsistentie van het leger. Logistiek en strategie van het geallieerde 

en met name het Staatse leger tijdens de Spaanse Successieoorlog in de Nederlanden en het Heilige 

Roomse Rijk (1701-1712)  (The Hague 1995); Pepijn Brandon, ‘The Dutch Republic as a contractor 

TSEG2014.2-boek.indd   274TSEG2014.2-boek.indd   274 05-06-14   15:4605-06-14   15:46



275     

FROM THE EIGHT Y YEARS WAR TO THE SECOND WORLD WAR

’T HART

average wartime profĳiteer only enjoyed such wartime fruits for a short or 
intermediate period, as their rulers were rarely as reliable customers as the 
Dutch authorities were. 

 Scholars also regarded wartime colonial trade as advantageous, with 
the East India Company (VOC) as the obvious champion of Dutch suc-
cesses. However, the interpretation of the West India Company (WIC) has 
undergone a major revision. For a long time, the WIC was looked on as a 
failure, but recent research has shown how successful the WIC was in paving 
the way for the Dutch merchant community in the Atlantic, particularly 
in relation to the strategically located island of Curaçao, which evolved 
into the largest slave market in the Caribbean. As a result, Atlantic trade 
turned into one of the more vibrant sectors of the Dutch economy in the 
eighteenth century. 63  

 For many years, the dominant description of the Napoleonic Wars was 
that of a period of ‘uninterrupted agony’ caused by wartime slump and 
depression. Trade collapsed, industries had to close down and fĳ isheries 
disappeared. Only farmers seemed to escape this ordeal, as their busi-
nesses flourished when agricultural prices rose. 64  Gradually, an alternative 
interpretation emerged. Historians started to notice the advantages of 
diminishing British competition, which proved favorable to Dutch textile 
industries. The opening up of markets in Belgium and France gave a boost 
to the previously languishing economies of Brabant and Zeeland. New 
trades sprang up, for example in beet sugar and chicory. The steam engine 
was used for the fĳ irst time in the industrial sector. 65  These fĳ indings paved 
the way for a new interpretation. The overall economic decline during this 
period was modest. By the beginning of the Napoleonic Wars, the largest 
export-oriented industries had already disappeared and the remaining 
small-scale and artisanal industries, oriented towards local and regional 

state’,  International Journal of Maritime History  25 (2013) 242-248, there 246; Idem, ‘Finding solid 
ground for soldiers’ payment: “Military soliciting” as brokerage practice in the Dutch Republic 
(c.1600-1795)’, in: Stephen Conway and Rafael Torres (eds.),  The spending of states. Military 

expenditure during the long eighteenth century: Patterns, organisation, and consequences, 1650-

1815  (Saarbrücken 2011) 51-82.
63 Henk den Heijer,  Goud, ivoor en slaven. Scheepvaart en handel van de Tweede Westindische 

Compagnie op Afrika, 1674-1740  (Zutphen 1997) 70; Henk den Heijer,  De geschiedenis van de WIC  
(Zutphen 2002) 73, 79-80, 96, 151.
64 The quote in Baasch,  Holländische Wirtschaftsgeschichte , 393; I. Schöfffer, ‘Het Koninkrijk 
Holland (1806-’10), in:  Algemene Geschiedenis der Nederlanden  IX   (1956) 79-100, above all 91.
65 H.F.J.M. van den Eerenbeemt, ‘De Patriotse-Bataafse-Franse tijd (1780-1813)’, in: J.H. van 
Stuyvenberg (ed.),  De economische geschiedenis van Nederland  (Groningen 1977) 157-201, there 
176; Brugmans,  Paardenkracht , 42-48. Steam engines had already been used for drainage works.
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markets, were able to adapt to wartime circumstances. 66  Therefore, pre-war 
structural weaknesses were to blame, not so much the war itself. 

 For a long time, the historiography of the Second World War also re-
mained focused on ‘the road of pain and sufffering’ ( lijdensweg ). The Nazis 
forced numerous Dutch laborers to work in German industries. Thanks to 
existing stocks, the situation was bearable in the initial years of the war. 
However, thereafter the situation deteriorated rapidly, with the result that 
by 1944, Dutch national income had declined to 60 per cent of its 1938 level 
and production levels in agriculture and industry were less than half of 
those of 1938. In the last year of the war, the Nazis seized the remaining 
industrial equipment for their home country. 67  

 The fĳ irst aspect to undergo a thorough revision was the food situation. 
In contrast with the First World War, the distribution of food had been 
prepared in such detail when the threat of war arose in the late 1930s that 
contemporaries claimed the Dutch continued to receive adequate portions 
of food with a reasonable calorifĳ ic intake, at least up to the winter of 1944-
1945. 68  Soon after the war, however, the historiography was dominated 
by descriptions of the intolerable sufffering borne by the population. L. 
de Jong, the country’s offfĳ icial war historian, placed sole emphasis on the 
exploitative character of the German occupation. Enormous amounts of 
food were supposedly transported to Germany, leaving the Dutch with 
coarse, tasteless products and threatening large parts of the population with 
undernourishment. 69  In 1985, G. Trienekens openly questioned L. de Jong’s 
interpretation. The Dutch  hongerwinter  of 1944-1945 was indeed severe for 
the urbanized western part of the country, but overall, the food situation 
remained reasonable up to the autumn of 1944. The diet of the poorer classes 
is likely to have even improved in comparison with the pre-war period, 
since the regulations favored a more equal distribution of basic products 
and stimulated the consumption of vegetables and fruit. 70   

66 Ibidem, 42 and 50; De Vries and Van der Woude,  The fĳirst modern economy , 337, 685.
67 Loe de Jong,  Het Koninkrijk der Nederlanden in de Tweede Wereldoorlog  VII (The Hague 1976) 
84, 272; Jan and Annie Romein,  Lage Landen , 706; Johan de Vries,  De Nederlandse economie 

tijdens de 20ste eeuw. Een verkenning van het meest kenmerkende  (Antwerpen 1973) 72-73.
68 S.L. Louwes, ‘De voedselvoorziening’, in:  Onderdrukking en verzet  II, 607-646; H.M. 
 Hirschfeld ,  Herinneringen uit de bezettingstijd  (Amsterdam and Brussels 1960) 83, 132 .  Individual 
enterprises had obtained provisions before the invasion, and some entrepreneurs even had 
confĳ igured new constructions that prevented wartime seizures by either the British or the 
Germans: Ben Wubs, ‘Unilevers oorlogsvoorbereidingen’,  Jaarboek van het Nederlands Instituut 

voor Oorlogsdocumentatie  14 (2003) 34-50.
69 De Jong,  Het Koninkrijk der Nederlanden  VII, 140 fff., 273.
70 G.M.T. Trienekens,  Tussen ons volk en de honger. De voedselvoorziening 1940-1945  (Utrecht 
1985) 48, 409-411. See also Ralf D. Futselaar,  Lard, lice and longevity. A comparative study of the 
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 In the meantime, a re-reading of the overall wartime economic experi-
ence remained problematic, as most historians continued to rely strongly on 
the fĳigures from the Central Bureau for Statistics (CBS). Van der Leeuw’s 1954 
study on the leather industry had already criticized the wartime CBS fĳigures 
for under-recording; not all leather stocks had apparently been reported to 
the authorities (and thus to the CBS). 71  It took almost four decades, however, 
for such criticism to gain wider historical support. In the 1990s, B. van Ark 
and H. de Jong showed that the war damage must have amounted to only 
8.6 per cent of pre-war investments, a fĳ igure that was much lower than that 
calculated by the CBS. M. Knibbe also adjusted the CBS fĳ igures, coming up 
with a substantially higher rate of agricultural productivity during the war. 72   

 The comprehensive study by H. Klemann on the war economy (2002) was 
based on yet more data, such as company’s annual reports and the numbers 
of employees. His fĳ igures showed that 1941 and 1942 were boom years, 
thanks to vast German investment. A decline followed, but this was not as 
dramatic as had previously been assumed: 14 per cent  vis-à-vis  the GDP of 
1938, much lower than the earlier CBS calculations of 40 or 50 per cent. In 
his analysis, production on the black market was shown to be much higher 
than assumed, even as high as 20 to 25 per cent for industries and services 
and 40 per cent for agriculture. This should be included in the overall assess-
ment of the wartime economy. The period of slump (1944-1945) was hard, 
but relatively short. The service sector fared quite well (medical services, 
servants, artists, shopkeepers, etc.) and the strong banking sector acted as 
a major bufffer. Entrepreneurs proved to be quite inventive and adapted 
surprisingly rapidly to the new circumstances. Thanks to the substantial 
German investments in the initial years of the war, unemployment shrank 

living standards in occupied Denmark and the Netherlands 1940-1945  (Amsterdam 2007).
71 A.J. van der Leeuw,  Huiden en leder, 1939-1945. Bijdrage tot de economische geschiedenis van 

Nederland in de Tweede Wereldoorlog  (The Hague 1954) 103, 116-117.
72 Bart van Ark and Herman de Jong, ‘Accounting for economic growth in the Netherlands 
since 1913’,  Economic and Social History in the Netherlands  7 (1996) 199-242, 208-209; Herman 
de Jong,  De Nederlandse industrie 1913-1965. Een vergelijkende analyse op basis van de produc-

tiestatistieken  (Amsterdam 1999) 284; Merijn Knibbe,  Agriculture in the Netherlands. 1851-1950. 

Production and institutional change  (Amsterdam 1993) 292. Grifffĳ iths also questioned the CBS 
fĳ igures regarding war damage and wartime investments, see J.L. van Zanden and R.T. Grifffĳ iths, 
 Economische geschiedenis van Nederland in de 20  e   eeuw  (Utrecht 1989) 166-183; Richard Grifffĳ iths, 
‘The exploitation of the Dutch economy 1940-1945’, in: J.P.B. Jonker, A.E. Kersten and G.N. van 
der Plaat (eds.),  Vijftig jaar na de inval. Geschiedschrijving en de Tweede Wereldoorlog  (The Hague 
1990) 115-124, 122.
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markedly, while industrial productivity and capacity expanded, not least 
because of new research and development facilities. 73   

 By the early 2000s, historians were accordingly viewing the Second 
World War as having been less devastating for the economy than previously 
assumed. With a lower level of wartime decline, the rapid recovery after 
the war was also substantially less ‘miraculous’ than had previously been 
thought. 74  

 Shifting trends in the historiography on war and economy 

 Why did it take so long for a more positive reading of the economic efffects 
of war to emerge? Why did scholars overlook the remarkable coincidence 
of the seventeenth century Golden Age with costly warfare? The causes are 
not difffĳ icult to fĳ ind. Historians were guided by archives storing abundant 
documents on the damage caused by war, which were kept because of pos-
sible demands for reparations. Offfĳ icial statistics failed to take into account 
the black market, smuggling, the re-routing of trade, the rise of innovative 
management and new industries. Patriotism also took its toll. For decades, 
wars served as moral yardsticks for right and wrong. The fĳ iery popular 
reaction to Trienekens’ revision of the food situation during the Second 
World War, for example, showed the moral impediments to identifying the 
positive features of the deeply despised Nazi occupation. 75  It took decades 
for historians to realize that other records were needed in addition to the 
offfĳicial statistics of port authorities or the CBS. Such data required inventive 
new research tools and methods. 

 Gradually, an increasing number of scholars stopped blaming war itself 
for all the downward trends in wartime. The last twenty or thirty years have 
seen more nuanced visions, often stimulated by the impact of comparative 

73 Klemann,  Nederland 1938-1948 , 69, 100, 108-109, 232, 265-266, 341-342, 398, 423-429, 466, 560. 
On the expansion of the shipping industry, see also J.C. Baart,  Rotterdam oorlogshaven  (Zutphen 
2010) 273-274. On the banking sector, see also Milja van Tielhof,  Banken in bezettingstijd. De 

voorgangers van ABN AMRO tijdens de Tweede Wereldoorlog en de periode van rechtsherstel  
(Amsterdam 2003).
74 Van Zanden,  The economic history , 123; H.A.M. Klemann, ‘Did the German occupation 
(1940-1945) ruin Dutch industry?’,  Contemporary European History  17 (2008) 457-481, there 480.
75 Hans Blom,  In de ban van goed en fout? Wetenschappelijke geschiedschrijving over de bezet-

tingstijd in Nederland  (Bergen 1982); Peter Romijn, ‘Herbeleving en herinterpretatie: recente 
literatuur over Nederland en de tweede wereldoorlog’,  Bijdragen en Mededelingen betrefffende 

de Geschiedenis der Nederlanden  102 (1987) 211-228; G.M.T. Trienekens,  Voedsel en honger in 

oorlogstijd. 1940-1945. Misleiding, mythe en werkelijkheid  (Utrecht 1995).
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studies and models from the social sciences. Influential scholars such as 
North, Tilly and Mokyr used the Netherlands as a case study for their own 
theoretical insights, inviting Dutch scholars to respond. International 
academic interest in the history of the Netherlands flourished. Thanks to 
the influence of the ‘New Military History’, military historians also took 
the societal impact of warfare into account. Increasingly, the focus included 
topics such as wartime innovation and efffĳ iciency in government, industry 
and trade. It seems that the existing political economy strengthened soci-
etal resilience, and entrepreneurs and consumers proved quite inventive, 
adapting to the new circumstances. Expenses related to the army and 
navy proved not merely detrimental, but actually strengthened domestic 
production and demand, enabling wartime booms such as those of the 
Golden Age and the years 1941 and 1942. 

 Economies do not fall apart the moment that war breaks out. Wars 
hampered certain aspects of production and trade, but other sectors were 
able to grow thanks to the redistributive consequences of war. Even then, 
the analysis of benefĳicial economic features is still a subject of debate, in 
particular regarding the Eighty Years War and the Second World War. In 
comparison with the earlier decades of the twentieth century, however, 
the discussion is notably enriched by new viewpoints and approaches that 
enable a more balanced opinion on the impact of war on the economy. 
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