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A painting in London’s National Maritime Museum (and on the cover of this

essay) shows Dutch ships attacking the unsuspecting British town of Sheerness in
1667. The painting, Dutch Ships in the Medwdy Willem Schellinks, illustrates the
horrors of naval warfare in the 17" century. In the painting, buildings are burning,
figures are running, ships are sunk and others are firing or being fired upon. All of
this is made worse by the fact that the actual incursion by Dutch ships took place in
the second Anglo-Dutch War (1665-1667) after a peace treaty had been signed at
Breda. War was a ruthless business in this time period, in part, because the economic
survival of populations was thought to hang in the balance. From the late 16™ century
until the late 17" century, the Dutch experienced what is now known as their “Golden

Age.” The Dutch Republic was envied throughout Europe for a high standard of
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living derived largely from its sophisticated, international trade-based economy. By
the middle of the 17" century other nations, particularly the British, wanted some of
the trade that they saw the Dutch as having taken from Spain and Portugal. The three
Anglo-Dutch Wars were largely about trade, trading routes, and which country would
be the entrepot for goods imported and exported throughout Europe, the Baltic, the
Americas, and Asia. The fighting illustrated in this painting is but one instance in a
several century struggle over world trade. Eventually, the British eclipsed the Dutch
and went on to industrialize and enjoy the largest Empire in modern history. The fate
of the Dutch is a fascinating story, however, because of what they lost and how they
lost it. Many contemporary discussions and anxieties about the current economy in
the United States revolve around something called “Globalization.” Though
“Globalization” itself is difficult to define, the experience of the Dutch Republic in
building and then “losing” a worldwide trading empire to Britain illustrates some of
what might be gained or lost as national economies become increasingly integrated
and competition for goods, services, labor, ideas, and innovations becomes fiercer.
From the Middle Ages through the 16" century, Christian doctrine in England
and much of the European continent influenced the degree to which individuals could
and should seek economic advancement. Uncertainty stemming from memories of
plague and poor harvests contributed to a conservative outlook towards living that

emphasized family and community. In Earthly Matters, historian Keith Wrightson

notes that “economic gain to maintain one’s household in its appropriate station was
both legitimate and laudable” but, “The pursuit of wealth as an end in itself, however,
was tainted with the sins of covetousness and avarice.” (57) It goes without saying
that sixteenth century England is notably different from today’s material world. In

The Economy of Europe in an Age of Crisis, Jan de Vries writes of the transition from

an era when “beliefs about the permanence and sanctity of the social hierarchy tended
to limit the ability of merchants to foster new consumer patterns” to one where the
“growth of demand is not left to chance.” He describes a process whereby merchants
gained a “dynamic role” by the mid 17th century. This “dynamic role” is one that we
are familiar with today: “Producers and merchants strive to anticipate and even mould
public tastes. By offering and advertising irresistible goods the economy can induce
consumers to work longer, and even take second jobs in order to acquire a new,
coveted commodity.” For de Vries, the shift in society from being a stationary one to

becoming a dynamic market-oriented one required “social tolerance,” particularly in
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the “new metropolises.”(181) The Dutch Republic, for several reasons, urbanized
earlier than other countries and had, through religious and political conflicts stemming
from the Reformation and the Eighty Years” War with Spain, evolved into a relatively
tolerant state during its “Golden Age.” These factors help explain why the Dutch
people supported economic gains beyond those that were necessary for household
maintenance. Merchants could market their wares, actively encourage demand for
them, and make a Guilder without earning the scorn of their neighbors.

England, on the other hand, lagged behind the Dutch in creating a government
and society that supported the ideal of surplus economic growth for the masses. By
the mid 17" century, the Interregnum under Cromwell, and the Restoration of the
Stuart monarchy, the British were ready to acquire some of the riches that were being
enjoyed by the Dutch. English cities had grown and a national market for goods with
an effective transportation network had emerged from two centuries of transformation
that included land enclosures, several religious and geopolitical struggles, and a series
of civil wars. The success of the British East India Company, chartered in 1601, and
the receipt of raw materials from the Atlantic colonies encouraged British merchants
to locate new markets and materials while asserting increased control over the
transport and acquisition of known materials and markets. The three Anglo-Dutch
wars mentioned earlier are all part of this process.

Overseas markets were new to the British in the 17" century, as was the notion
of “consumer demand” and how it might be created. Keith Wrightson writes of a
“pessimism about the potential for economic growth” that guided economic thought
in 17" century England. “It was assumed,” says Wrightson, “that there was a finite
cake of commerce to be divided up among competing nations.” Trade became a kind
of “warfare” as export markets were protected “jealously” and England sought to
“develop and protect domestic production, to seize the lion’s share of any new
market, and to supply any deficiencies in domestic resources by an international
commerce in which exports should always exceed imports.”(251) Economic policies
such as these are described in history books as “mercantilism.” The assumption in
England was that, by adhering to the aforementioned policies, a favorable “balance of
trade” would emerge. Wrightson says that a favorable balance of trade “would
support employment and shipping, draw in ‘treasure’, and buttress the security and
power of the nation.” (251) The famed British Navigation Acts of the mid-to late 17"

century were responses by the British Parliament to merchants who wanted their
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“piece of the cake” protected and enlarged in the name of employment and security.
Early British mercantile polices were, therefore, defensive.

A discussion of 17™ century British economic history, development, and
thought is imperative because it suggests that fears and uncertainties about the future
are not new. At the time, private economic gain and national policy were seen as
complementary. Protection of trade routes required a military to provide protection.
Inversely, protection of trade routes ensured that the protected trade would enhance
the economic opportunities, industries, industriousness, capital reinvestments, and tax
revenues of the kingdom. Economy and government were so interrelated that Eric

Hobsbawn, in Industry and Empire, attributes British economic advancement over its

Dutch and French rivals to the government’s willingness to “subordinate all foreign
policy to economic ends,” even if it meant going to war. (27) To David Hume
“happiness” was the result of a people and state that worked in concert, “The
greatness of a state, and the happiness of its subjects, how independent soever they
may be supposed in some respects, are commonly allowed to be inseparable with
regard to commerce.”

Even though concerns about the future are not new and complicated the
British and Dutch experiences of the 16th and 17th centuries, a dramatically different
perspective on how much “cake” there is to consume pervades our modern work,
consumer habits, and overall economy. Today, a far more developed understanding
of demand exists than did in the 16th and 17th centuries. As de Vries suggests, a
modern economy creates demand not just for existing goods, but for goods that have
yet to be created. Four hundred years of economic growth have shown that new ideas
lead to new production and, hopefully, consumption. The defensive wars of the 16th
century look very different than the proactive wars that we have today. Contemporary
trade “wars” don’t have ships sailing up other country’s rivers after peace treaties
have been signed to sink opposing navies and stifle economic competition. Instead,
today’s economic wars are more about ideas, innovations, creating customer demand,
keeping customer loyalty, and reducing production and labor costs. “Globalization”
is the catch-all phrase for the battlefield on which these wars are being fought.

In the 17" century, the belief of the British was that there was a limit to
possible economic growth and that it was in the interests of merchants and
governments to seize and preserve the “national” share of that wealth from

encroachment by other parties. Today, a nation’s economic success does not
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necessitate the seizure of as large a piece of a predetermined whole as it can get.
Doing so helps, but if a country can’t get what it wants, it develops new strategies,
techniques, and policies to try and create a new cake from which it will be the main
beneficiary. After their 17" century conflicts with the Dutch and continued 18"
century expansion, profiting, colonialism, and industrialism, Britain wound up with
the largest Empire in modern history. From the late 17" century onwards, the Dutch
economy stagnated. Though it maintained a high standard of living compared to that
of'its fellow Europeans the Republic did not maintain the economic and trade
superiority that it held in the previous century.

Different historians cite different reasons for the Dutch decline. Patrick
O’Brien (2000) cites political failure by a decentralized republic that did not see
“open and blatant challenges from mercantilist rivals,” (496) England and France. Jan
de Vries, on the other hand, has a more nuanced view that takes into account
economic, social and cultural factors. He explains Dutch economic stagnation from a
“demand” viewpoint and suggests that the Dutch purposefully rejected movement into
what eventually became “industrialization.” The Industrial Revolution is credited to
the British and it’s therefore natural for historians to wonder why the Dutch, given
their advanced state of industry and economy in the 17" century, did not industrialize
first. Jan de Vries suggests that the “prosperous, literate, commercially-oriented
population did not necessarily crave — may indeed have abhorred — the satanic mills of
an industrial society.” (252) Instead, the Dutch retreated to a “high-level
traditionalism.” To de Vries, the Dutch specialization in trade “effectively closed the
door to the kinds of social structure and economic policies required for economic
growth.” Similarly, Hobsbawn suggests that, rather than industrialize, the Dutch
“retired to that comfortable role of old-established business, the exploitation of their
vast commercial apparatus, and their colonies.”(29) Hobsbawn and de Vries do not
see the Dutch racing to industrialize. By the late 17" century and early 18" century,
they were complacent with what they had.

There are less polarizing reasons in the historical record that help explain the
Dutch stagnation of the late 17" century. Among them are declines in population and
urbanization after 1670. Wages, which had been high to attract jobs during the
Golden Age, remained unchanged for some time after the 1660s. In the second half
of the 17" century as well, energy supplies diminished while financial

mismanagement of accumulating debt made it difficult for the federal system to
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continue supporting growth like they did in the previous century. Despite these
explanations, it’s difficult to imagine a country with the relative riches and stature of
the Dutch Republic fading from the world stage as quickly as it did. It’s hard to
conceptualize the Dutch experience without considering, albeit with limited scope, the
political and economic position of America in the world today. We know that
economies are changing simply because they always have. Is it possible that in the
process of this change we could either “lose” or relinquish our current position at the
vanguard of economic development and growth? The history of nations and
economies — even that of the winners in this historical narrative, the British — suggests
that American primacy is not guaranteed. This view, though, is a pessimistic one that
if accepted wholesale could contribute to unfortunate and extreme protectionist
measures or mere resignation to powerful and invisible historical forces. An
optimistic view of history suggests that there is something to be learned from the
Dutch and British experiences that might inform our abilities to, at a minimum,
postpone a decline or stave it off in an uncertain and exciting future.

The historical controversies surrounding Dutch economic stagnation and
failure to industrialize raise important issues that inform thought about the future of
our economy. If, in fact, Dutch leadership failed to see the squeeze being placed on it
by England and France and ended up, for lack of a better word, “losers,” then we
ought to be paying close attention to signs that someone, somewhere may be getting a
leg up on us. If, on the other hand, the Dutch “chose” not to industrialize for
economic reasons related to the potential costs of industrialization and the relative
value that it would add to their economy and society, then the questions we should be
asking are “Do we want to maintain our economic hegemony? If ‘yes’, how do we do
so? If ‘no’, what will be the costs to us if we decided to rest on our laurels?”

A recent book that addresses many of these current issues is The World is Flat

by Thomas Freidman. To Friedman, a “flat” world is one filled with collaborative
enterprises that transcend national and geographic borders. More people in more
places than ever before have immediate access and opportunity to participate in what
is increasingly a “global” economy. Friedman uses Bangalore, India and Dalian,
China as examples of locales far remote from the corporate seats of many of their
businesses. Bangalore, for instance, is replete with call centers for American
companies that provide, among other services, financial and technical assistance to

American consumers of Microsoft, GE, and Accenture. In Dalian, huge data entry
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centers assist Japanese companies with their work. In each of these places, labor is
cheaper than in the home countries and educated, enterprising citizens compete for
jobs that help them live well, achieve advanced degrees, and situate themselves for
career advancement. Friedman describes India and China as the beneficiaries of
American and Japanese outsourcing due to enterprising and educated locals who find
effective ways to do quality work more cheaply than what it would cost in the home
countries. Like its more dramatic sister trend, offshoring, outsourcing of labor is
largely due to the cost and availability of educated workers. Parent companies can
expand and offer more value to their shareholders if work can be done cheaply and at
high levels in other places. Looking down the road, Friedman sees increasing
numbers of free and educated peoples in the post Cold War, technologically-advanced
world competing for growth, jobs, opportunities, and futures that had previously been
the province of a relatively few fortunate economies.

Friedman’s book is very much about the future even though, like the IMF, he
describes globalization and “flattening” as related parts of an historical process. To
Friedman, Globalization has happened in three historical steps. He calls them
“Globalization 1.0, Globalization 2.0, and Globalization 3.0” and suggests that the
three stages originated in the 15" and 16™ centuries when Europeans explored the
world and established overseas trade economies. He differentiates between these
three stages quite simply by stating that “the dynamic force in Globalization 1.0 was
countries globalizing and the dynamic force in Globalization 2.0 was companies
globalizing, the dynamic force in Globalization 3.0 — the thing that gives it its unique
character — is the newfound power for individuals to collaborate and compete
globally.” (10) To Friedman, we are somewhere in the middle of Globalization 3.0
and face uncertainty as to who will be prepared to compete and what nations can do to
ensure that citizens are prepared for a new, “flattened” world.

Admittedly, utilizing 16™ and 17" century Dutch and British economies to
critique and understand Friedman’s view of the world is an awkward enterprise. His
book isn’t a scholarly history and, therefore, isn’t complete in its scope. For instance,
he misattributes to “countries” many of the 15" -18" century risks taken, personally
and financially, by individuals in order to distinguish Globalization 1.0 from 3.0.
Countries, as we know them today, didn’t exist at the time. Nevertheless, it’s evident
that a fledgling sense of national identity did exist, especially in view of the fighting
that took place over trade in the 17" century and the belief articulated by Hume that
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“happiness” was a combined effort of the individual and the state. Many of the trends
which Friedman notes as constructing our “flat” world existed in modified forms by
the 17™ and 18" centuries. The notorious “Triangular” trade of slaves, raw materials,
and manufactured goods is one example of an economy built on the integrated efforts
of disparate populations. In addition, Patrick O’Brien notes that overseas trade took
place in what was an “extremely uncertain environment of international business.”
(60) He notes that “Keen competition kept London’s merchants alive to possibilities
for recruiting new skills, to opportunities for investment, and wherever feasible, to the
relocation of their operations outside the expensive confines of the metropolis.”(61).
Though not offshoring or outsourcing per se, it appears as if the concept of sending
work to where it could be done at the best value and where workers had the requisite
skills are not new ideas. Though limited in what it presents as truly new, Friedman’s
analysis of the “flat” world is a useful framework for looking at the future and for
understanding processes that are occurring at a scale that was unimaginable in the 16"
and 17" centuries.

Clearly, our world is different that that of the 16™ and 17" centuries in many
important ways. Though “global” in their scope, the Dutch and British were not
operating in a “globalized” world where opportunity, risk, and innovation can
incubate anywhere that technology and education provide open international
networks. Friedman’s analysis extends the discussion about what might be learned
from the Dutch decline described earlier in this essay. For whatever reason, by force
or by choice, the Dutch didn’t expand on their 16™ century gains and the British took
the reigns to great success and historical renown. In today’s world, as Friedman
points out, future economic leadership might come from anywhere and our futures as
nations and individuals hangs in the balance, just as with the British and Dutch when
they went to war over trade. Fortunately, we’ve learned that opportunities for
economic gain are not as limited as they were believed to be in late 15™ and early 16™
century England. That knowledge alone will, hopefully, restrain us from fighting
naval wars, but will also make it more difficult to determine how and in what ways to
succeed in an ever changing world.

Friedman writes of education as one key to possible success in a “flat” world.
He uses the word “adaptable” and stresses the importance of “knowing how to ‘learn

299

how to learn.”” His advice, given future uncertainties, is to “constantly acquire new

skills, knowledge, and expertise that enable you constantly to be able to create
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value.”(239) To Friedman, adaptable workers will be best able to navigate the waters
ahead. The historical record also suggests that education, flexibility, and adaptation
are part and parcel of Dutch and British success in their early modern societies. The
Dutch effectively managed the transition from their traditional trade of timber,
herring, and grain to a new “rich trade” of, among other things, silks, textiles, spices,
and china. On the other hand, the Dutch were also one of the most highly educated
populations in Europe at the time the torch was passed to the English. Did they make
some wrong choices that allowed them to be eclipsed by the British? Patrick O’Brien
contends that they did. To him, the Dutch weren’t sufficiently and aggressively
mercantile and gave up too easily on colonies, especially across the Atlantic. In part
as a result, the British entered the 18™ century as “winners” and continued amassing
naval might as the Dutch were assigned a land role to complement British sea power
in the War of Spanish Succession. British success, however, did not come without
some setbacks. Martin Lynn notes that despite their success with colonies in North
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America and India, the British failed to create “‘tributaries’ to British economic
interests” (118) in Latin America, China, the Ottoman Empire, and Africa.

Given all of this uncertainty as to what risks really paid off and how many
need to be taken in order to effectively survive the inevitable setbacks, it’s difficult to
imagine what the Dutch could have seen over the horizon that might have allowed
them to manage their future more successfully. Things might have worked out
differently for the Dutch had they the historical and global perspective with which we

now view the world. Books like The World is Flat allow us the luxury of considering

the future in ways that were unimaginable in the 17" century. Whether or not they
will enable us to avoid a decline akin to that of the Dutch is an impossible conjecture,
but they will surely brace us for some of the changes to come. In its simplest form,
the major lesson to emerge from the Dutch experience is that it’s useful to look to the
future if you don’t want to be passed by those who want what you have. Further, if
you don’t mind being passed, consider where new leadership might take you. Though
the Dutch Republic continued with a relatively high standard of living compared to its
neighbors, it wound up being dragged into future wars with and between England and
France and industrializing anyway.

Taking a defensive stand to protect what we have in today’s world is almost
impossible. We need to, as Friedman contends, “keep marching forward with the

confidence that America still has the right stuff” (243) to succeed. Building “walls of
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protection” (243) will be difficult in a world where it’s a challenge to identify where
nations and corporations begin and end and where ideas, innovations, and labor for a
single company are situated on different continents. A severely defensive, mercantile
stand would likely do more harm than good and would certainly have more far-
reaching, unintended consequences than what the British experiences with it the late
17™ century. At best, mercantile policies were a short-term boost for the British. By
comparison, we now live in an amazingly open world with as many exciting
possibilities as there are fears and uncertainties. Fortunately, we know more about
global economic history and trends than did the Dutch in the 17" century. With luck,
that knowledge, combined with frequent scans of the present and future, will allow us

to navigate with success the next globalized stages of Freidman’s “flat world.”
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