








































































































presence of feudal rents is explicitly indicated by Dewald (1996) as a growth-retarding factor.
This is confirmed by the growth performances, for example, of Russia.

Over time we observe an evolution of feudal rents. Serfdom was slowly abolished after
the 12th century, even though feudal dues persisted much longer. A stricter enforcement of
serfdom, disallowing migration out of agriculture, constituted an additional growth-retarding
factor for Russia. Pirenne (1963) describes how as a reaction to the initial crisis of feudalism
many nobles, being unable to adapt to the new situation, became heavily indebted and
eventually ruined. However, the largest landowners were able to survive more easily, by
initiating a process of reorganization of production towards more efficiency. After the 17th
century with the decline of feudalism land does not provide large income any longer, in part
because of the tendency toward a progressive relaxation of the servile relationships, which
intensifies towards the end of the 18th century. The French revolution completes the process
of removal of residual feudal rights in agriculture (with exceptions surviving in the latifundia
of Spain and Southern Italy). Again, as a reaction, the nobility attempts at making the
land more productive. During the 17th and 18th centuries the methods of cultivation were
modernized, and enclosures of the landed properties was introduce in Britain. At the same
time, as previously discussed in 6.2, the nobility also starts expanding its role in trade and
manufacturing, which becomes noticeable by the end of the 17th century. Overall, therefore,
in Burope the income of the nobility remains relatively high during the first centuries of the

modern age, despite regional and individual variations. ®

6.6 The estate maintenance costs

Over the centuries, there was an evolution in the nature of the costs attached to the main-

tenance of an estate, even though they always consistently remained large (Pirenne (1963)).

180’Rourke and Williamson (2002) present data on the ratio wage over rental rate, which is shown to
remain stable in the static agrarian phase (1000 to 1500), decline from 1500 to 1600, rise with the initial
industrialization phase and then remai constant again until 1900. They attribute the rise of the rate, more
than to the Industrial Revolution, to the process of internationalization. We provide evidence which also

can explain a rise in the ratio after 1900, because of maintenance costs absorbing rental income and the

abolition of feudal dues.



European society at the close of the Dark Ages was characterized by extreme military inse-
curity that was caused on the one hand by the wars among the successors of Charlemagne,
and on the other by the incursions of Vikings, Magyars, and Moslems. This insecurity gave
rise to an extremely high demand for military protection (Volckart (2000)). Wars and army
equipment always remained a problem and in fact the military revolution of the 16th cen-
tury actually dramatically increased the cost of war by changing its scale (Goldstone (1991)).
The costs of maintaining a court were the other crucial component. In addition, after some
point, the mere standard of living also became extremely expensive for the nobility (Labatut
(1978)) which, especially after the 17th century, became more and more inclined to spend for
a number of reasons. Religious reasons were especially important in Spain, while elsewhere
it was burdened with services due to the State, and everywhere enormous sums were used for
countryhouses and gardens. The development of the market economy with the 17th century
exposed the nobility to growing needs of cash to sustain its living standards and social sta-
tus, in a situation where the inheritance law forbid selling of properties. As a consequence
of these large expenses, combined with declining rents as described in the previous section,
as documented by Dewald (1996) many noble families were ruined, even though overall the

nobility as a whole was able to preserve its wealth and status thanks to modernization of

agriculture and diversification.

6.7 Class structure and political power

Class structure in the early rural society is based on the distinction between the lord and the
peasants. The clergy is somehow in between, even though its composition includes members
of both classes. The nobility was formally involved in the exercise of political power and
the administration of the State. The first challenge against aristocratic power is represented
by rebellions starting in the 11th century within the cities (Pirenne (1925)), led by enriched
merchants demanding freedom from feudal control on society. While the period from 1540
to 1640 is viewed by some as marking the final decline of aristocratic prestige in England,
a revival of aristocratic power occurs later on, only to be followed by a new crisis in 1740-

1832 (Goldstone (1991)). In France it is the capitalistic bourgeoisie that guided the political
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revolution which at the end of the 18th century ended the ancien regime (Pirenne (1925)).
In 4.8 we distinguish between two possible patterns of evolution of political participation.
As an example of the gradual case, one could indeed think of the English experience which
started the path towards parliamentary democracy early on with the 1688 Glorious, Bloodless
Revolution, as opposed to the delayed but abrupt case of the French Revolution.

Overall, the industrial revolution has little impact on the political power of the aristoc-
racy (Dewald (1996)). Still up until Waterloo the landed aristocracy keeps its power, and
up until the middle of the 19th century the richest are still the landed aristocrats. This
supremacy, however, is challenged by the growing middle class which, by mid-19th century,
has reached the political and economic leadership in Western Furope and, by the end of the
same century, in most of Central Furope as well. This middle class has made it appearance
between the nobility and the workers by the beginning of the 19th century, after the start of
industrialization. The working class now include the peasants as well as factory workers and
artisans, with peasants becoming numerously less and less important throughout the 19th
century. The middle class itself is furtherly differentiated internally (Cameron (1989)).

The 19th century witnesses a progressive extension of the voting franchise. In Britain
the franchise was extended in 1832 for the first time, and went through further extensions
until 1928. France also went though a nonlinear process of franchise extension, starting from
1830. In Germany, popular participation started rising in 1848 (Bendix (1978)). However,
despite the progressive extension of the franchise, up until the end of the century the nobility

will keep its control of most of the economic, political and cultural life.

7 Conclusion

This paper has established a connection between the transition of society from an aristo-
cratic political system into a democracy, the process of capital accumulation and sectoral
reallocation from agriculture into manufacturing, and the evolution of the system of inter-
generational transmission of property rights. The model replicates the historical stylized
facts of output growth, its sectoral composition, and income and wealth distribution.It also

provides a framework to understand the evolution of class structure, the demise of landed
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aristocratic power, and the emergence of the middle class.

Our model is based on the assumption of indivisibility of landed estates, which indeed
characterized Western Europe for several centuries. In the present paper, we do not yet
consider the eventual impact of democratization on the estate maintenance technology, which
will in fact tend to lose its significance. Once the political and economic justification for
primogeniture is removed, land will be divided among all children as capital is, implying
a faster impoverishment of the aristocracy. Moreover, as landed property no longer plays
a special role, alienation will also be possible, causing an even more fragmented ownership
structure. Eventually, the economy evolves towards a standard factor-specific model whose
dynamic evolution is determined by capital and the price of land, partition dominates, and
traditional social classes disappear because anybody can own either land or capital. The
pressure of urbanization on land prices and the emergence of capitalistic farming, would
constitute the next step of the analysis but, at least for now, at this point we lose interest.
Still, we believe that our contribution can help to understand the distinctive agrarian roots
of Furopean civilization, which kept manifesting themselves until and even after the advent
of industrialization. The disproportional political weight of the agricultural sector in the

current European policy debate can perhaps be better understood within this framework.
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