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Abstract. This paper utilizes a thorough counterfactual historical approach to address a crucial query: 
How would Great Britain's economic and social conditions differ if it had never engaged in colonial 
ventures? Moving past oversimplified views regarding the exploitation during colonial times, this 
research creates a multifaceted analytical framework. It scrutinizes the potential redistribution of 
global influence during the 18th and 19th centuries, the economic ramifications of avoiding the 
enormous costs linked to empire, the strategic realignment of British foreign and trade policies, and 
the long-term consequences for domestic investment and the standard of living. By amalgamating 
historical military expenditure data, geopolitical theory, and economic forecasting, this paper 
contends that a Britain devoid of colonial ambitions might have transitioned into an affluent, neutral 
maritime power—a "maritime Switzerland." The findings indicate that, freed from massive financial 
strains, military overreach, and strategic vulnerabilities associated with managing an empire, Britain 
could have reached a higher level of domestic wealth, fiscal soundness, and social welfare, leading 
to a more fulfilling and stable existence for its citizens than the actual historical experience. 
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1. Introduction 

The legacy of the British Empire significantly influences present-day Britain. Having initiated the 

Industrial Revolution and once being the dominant force in a global empire known for its vast reach, 

Britain’s current status—permanent member of the UN Security Council and a high-income nation—

is deeply embedded in its colonial history. Commonly accepted perspectives often draw a direct line 

between colonial exploitation and metropolitan wealth, arguing that the resources taken from regions 

such as India, the Americas, and Africa were foundational to British affluence. This paper challenges 

such deterministic viewpoints by exploring a purposeful counterfactual narrative: what if Britain did 

not pursue a colonial empire? 

The intention is not to issue apologies for historical actions but to engage in a systematic thought 

experiment. By keeping other variables constant and eliminating the colonial dimension, we can 

analyze its true effects on Britain’s developmental progress. This study surpasses the simplistic 

examination of colonial revenue, investigating instead the rarely considered costs of empire—the 

immense military expenditures, the opportunity costs associated with neglecting domestic investment, 

and the continuous geopolitical conflicts. What would the economic status of the British populace be 

today without the effects of colonialism? 

We posit that the British citizenry would, in reality, be better off financially. The underlying claim is 

that when accounting for the substantial costs, the net economic impact of colonialism was likely 

detrimental to the broader domestic populace, although it may have benefitted specific elite sectors. 

The gains from colonial trade and resource extraction, while certain, were outweighed by the costs of 

conquest, management, and defense. If these burdens had been lifted, Britain could have redirected 

its resources toward robust domestic investments, adopted a strategy of benevolent neutrality, and 

achieved higher, more sustainable long-term economic growth. 
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2. Literature Review 

One of the most controversial topics in historical literature is the still very debated question about the 

impact of colonialism upon the colonising countries. The debate has since then also partaken of 

quantitative economic analysis, geopolitics and counterfactual reasoning, all reflective of broader 

historiographical trends toward new tools of analysis. The review responds to some of the key 

arguments on either side of this argument by situating a range of sources into the discussion to 

position its analysis in relation to the counterfactual framing of Britain non-colonial trajectory 

presented in the paper. Perhaps this explains the paper's proximity to sceptical readings which 

emphasise empire as a net burden; supporters of, and attackers on, imperial economics are 

contrastingly few at the extremes. 

The mercantilist paradigm —which was the dominant form of European economic thought from the 

sixteenth through the the eighteenth centuries— shaped the justification for colonial expansion. So 

that was why mercantilists alleged only a fixed size of world wealth that has to be enlarged by means 

of the trade surplus The commoditiy-oriented trade operation is proptected so as to export 

manufactured goods and import raw materials with the low price respectively. Colonies were an 

integral part of this zero-sum game, captive sources and markets sheltered from foreign competition. 

In the British setting, this manifested in the form of such policies as the Navigation Acts which 

dictated that all colonial trade be conducted on British ships and go through the British port so as to 

return a profit to the metropole. 

Niall Ferguson puts forward in his 2003 book Empire: How Britain Made the Modern World : despite 

all the very evident moral and cultural shortcomings of the British Empire, it nonetheless succeeded 

in promoting to some degree global economic integration, by pushing the development of the 

institutions, infrastructure and legal conditions that support growth. However, Ferguson later on 

mentions the following about railways and ports and telegraph systems which were built through 

British colonial investment; "Despite all the distortions of these colonial systems of 'economic 

imperialism', the economic return to British investors in these networks was always a high one in 

economic terms, as they were ultimately systems that made trade more efficient and provided indirect 

gains to the metropole and, to the extent that they raised gross incomes, to the colonies themselves." 

Saying his conclusions are somewhat exploratory, he writes that imperial trade added at least a few 

percentage points a year to British G.D.P. in the Victorian age, and that the empire helped spread 

English property law and property rights, launching trends that paved the way for modern 

globalization. 

Such hopeful calculus holds also for settler societies such as Australia and Canada, frontiers where 

Britain opened the floodgates of people and investment in today’s equivalents of British travel costs; 

and where the transformations of surplus land into farmland did not exclude further rapid growth (all 

again demand-assisted by remittances and exports which gave a hand to the British industrialization). 

He admits costs—the Opium Wars, famines in India—but insists that overall the empire quickened 

the transmission of technology and opened markets, similar to mercantilist gains in contemporary 

garb. 

Ferguson was met by Peter J. Cain and A.G. Hopkins, who together made what the latter brands 

(perfectly expressed) a "rather simply stated case" of "Gentlemanly Capitalism" (summed up in their 

book and then reprinted as A.G. Hopkins' British Imperialism: 1688-2000) that the empire was, in 

fact, much more geared toward London's financial and service sectors than toward the English 

manufacturing base. Contrast that to the ‘gentlemanly capitalists’—an amalgamate of the aristocratic 

landed interest and City bankers, created by Galbraith and Robin Blackburn, that directed imperial 

policy to capture lucrative investment stakes instead of industrialist with markets. Elite-led 

imperialism generated "invisible earnings" from finance, insurance and shipping that accounted for 

around a tenth of Britain's national income on the eve of the first world war. 

When the military commitments of great powers exceed their economic capacity, they eventually go 

into decline, and 20th century Britain was overstretched, with the defense spend rising consistently 
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faster than overall productivity. This is because, in his view, imperial commitments (like policing 

India and Africa) also precluded resources being devoted to technology investment—both factors 

caused a relative decline against Germany and the USA. 

3. Counterfactual Methodology in Imperial Studies 

Historians increasingly use counterfactual analysis to adjudicate such debates, imagining what an 

alternative history might look like in order to test causal claims. Philip E. Tetlock and Aaron Belkin 

describe criteria for tough counterfactuals in Counterfactual Thought Experiments in World Politics: 

logical consistency, the least rewriting of history, and conforming to known regularities. This thought 

experiment, they argue, is useful to single out variables—like whether colonies with sentient life 

exist—but willfully ignoring psychological biases when speculating. 

Niall Ferguson, for all his imperial sympathies, has drawn on counterfactuals in Virtual History, 

imagining a Britain without an empire that wouldn't have overstretched itself, but which also would 

have been shut off from the benefits of globalization. 

Counterfactual history goes beyond mere conjecture; when anchored in historical data and theoretical 

frameworks, it functions as a potent mechanism for causal inference [1-5]. The study is configured 

around the following theoretical paradigms: 

Geopolitical Theory: The model presumes a multipolar landscape in Europe where power dynamics 

are competitive and fluid. The absence of a significant player (Britain) produces a power void that 

other countries (France, the Netherlands, etc.) will undoubtedly attempt to fill, adhering to realism 

principles. 

Fiscal-Military State Model: Brewer detailed the creation of the British "fiscal-military state," a 

system engineered to finance extensive warfare. This paper examines how a lack of colonial initiative 

would have transformed the very foundation of this state model. 

Opportunity Cost: This essential economic principle is central to the analysis. Every monetary unit 

allocated towards the Royal Navy represents an amount not invested in infrastructure, education, or 

industrial progress. The research will explicitly account for these lost investments. 

4. Establishing a Reimagined Global Order 

In this alternative view, we envision a Britain free from the ambitions of empire—similar to 

Switzerland—in prioritizing neutrality and commerce. Without the demand for military intervention 

or the oversight of distant colonies, resources that would have been allocated to defense can instead 

be channeled into domestic development. 

How substantially wealthier or less affluent might modern Britons be if their nation had never 

embarked on colonial ventures? Britain, formerly a sprawling dominion where daylight perpetually 

reigned and a commanding imperial force, now stands as one of the United Nations Security Council's 

permanent members, with its inhabitants enjoying some of the globe's most elevated standards of 

living. We recognize that this status stems in part from its extensive overseas holdings, prompting a 

thought experiment: What fate would have befallen Britain had it experienced the repercussions of 

colonization itself? Might its residents fare superior or inferior in terms of quality of life compared to 

the present? 

Prior to drawing any firm judgments, it seems prudent to examine several critical aspects. 

To begin, consider the territories it once controlled. It's common knowledge that Britain possessed 

the planet's most vast imperial domain at one point, and in a reality where it refrained from such 

expansions, other entities would inevitably step in to occupy those spaces. A speculative global map 

depicting colonial divisions in a world absent British imperialism, illustrating expanded territories for 

powers like France, the Netherlands, and others. 
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France: Since Britain abstained from overseas acquisitions, the conflict known as the Seven Years' 

War—which resulted in France forfeiting its North American possessions—likely never materializes, 

enabling French authority to stretch across regions now encompassing central Canada and parts of 

Central America. Furthermore, its northern extensions. In Africa, this influence might broaden to 

include southern territories and eastern zones, possibly even encompassing India. Nonetheless, 

considering France's comparatively modest scale, such overreach could strain its capabilities, inciting 

rebellions in outlying areas and pressures from European neighbors. This reconfiguration implies 

Britain forfeits its elevated geopolitical standing, as adversaries ascend in prominence and capability 

as shown in Figure 1. 

 

Figure 1. The Colonies in Map 

Second, monetary matters. Based on the depicted graphic, it's evident that Britain's outlays for 

primary vessels in its Royal Navy (omitting auxiliary craft like mine clearers and polar navigators) 

amounted to roughly 2% of gross domestic product around 1650, escalating to 20% by 1918, and 

hitting an extraordinary 50% amid the Second World War. Subsequently, 

Examine this additional excerpt and illustration [6]: 

“By the close of September 1689, the naval obligations accrued that year had multiplied threefold. 

Obligations predating the upheaval weren't disavowed—indeed, how could they, given that nearly 

60% comprised salaries due to mariners?” 

 

Figure 2. The Royal Navy -Size and Strength Over Time in Visuals (cited from hkstoric-uk.com) 
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It's apparent that British naval liabilities were already burdensome by the late 1600s. Even as colonial 

growth augmented yearly inflows, the fleet's enlargement persisted, compelling them to shoulder 

substantial borrowings. The foundation for this maritime proliferation rested on gains from overseas 

extractions. Yet, in our imagined setup, with Britain forgoing such endeavors, the navy couldn't 

sustain a massive armada under debt burdens, as shown in Figure 2. 

But consider its rivals? France, previously inferior, might assemble a superior and more extensive 

flotilla, piercing British maritime defenses with backing from abundant supplies and funds from its 

dominions, advancing directly toward the capital. This positioning might furnish a cadre of proficient 

seafarers adept in nautical arts, positioning the sea as a natural safeguard.  

Facing the prospect of French incursions onto English soil and assaults on the core territory, Britain 

would necessitate erecting secondary terrestrial barriers, fortifying the landmass into a formidable 

stronghold. Leveraging both locational benefits and human ingenuity, invaders couldn't wholly 

ravage the interior. To muster adequate forces for shoreline protection and stronghold upkeep, Britain 

must dedicate a notable segment to ground defenses, thereby curtailing supplementary naval 

allocations. 

For adversaries, it's akin to divine intervention. The expense of assaulting British heartlands would 

prove exorbitant, with yields dwarfing investments. For Britain, insufficient vessels preclude 

breaching French-imposed sieges. Terrestrial combat isn't the forte of Britons as shown in Figure 3 

[7-10]. 

 

Figure 3. The Royal Navy that cited from historic-uk.com 

Fourth, avenues forward. From the illustrated diagram, in our actual history, Britain's allocations to 

non-military endeavors rose far less than defense budgets, chiefly to uphold its colossal realm [11-

15]. However, in this conjectural framework, Britain finds itself in a bind where "foes can't penetrate, 

yet we can't advance." Consequently, the nation might eschew "offshore equilibrium" tactics, leaning 

instead toward a form of British seclusionism. Rooted in commerce, avoiding entanglements in 

European skirmishes, harnessing strength for native safeguarding. Serving as a conduit linking North 

America to mainland Europe, Britons would reap considerable rewards from intermediary trade. With 

diminished defense costs, these assets would channel more into mercantile pursuits and public works. 

Collectively, Britain might emerge as an oceanic equivalent of Switzerland, albeit with amplified 

sway. Furthermore, Europe's continental harmony won't endure indefinitely; upon conflict's eruption, 

as an impartial entity, Britain not only evades warfare's ravages but profits via armament exports to 

belligerents. Thus, provided Britain maintains prudence, as a benevolent yet formidable neutral actor, 

the British archipelagoes are apt to flourish further. In essence, the writer posits that Britons would 

attain superior existence and steadier livelihoods, liberated from warfare's afflictions. 
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5. Conclusion 

This deviation reshapes international hierarchies profoundly. Prominent continental players, notably 

France alongside rising entities in the New World, would likely broaden their land acquisitions 

without British competition. 
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