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PREFACE

Since this volume and its successor were planned, in 1948, to set out the
economic history of the wider world which was brought together in a
new sense by the geographical discoveries of the fifteenth and sixteenth
centuries, interest in these problems has become noticeably broader and
more active. To some extent the spread of interest derives from that
quickening of historical and economic study which accompanies political
development, part of the intellectual apparatus of emergent nationalism.
Interest has been focused on indigenous societies and economies, and on
their reactions to European traders, missionaries, settlers and adminis-
trators. New studies have called for a review of much which had pre-
viously been accepted, and have stimulated fresh enquiry into many
aspects of European history, so that European studies also have received
a fresh impetus, and the motivation, machinery, and achievements of
European expansion have been more closely studied and subjected to
different and more cogent criticism. Discussion must now be formulated,
not against the simple theory that trade follows the flag, but in terms
which take account of the concepts of a dual society, of under-developed
territories, dependent economies, primary producers, terms of trade,
capital formation, protected markets, bulk purchasing and colonial
nationalism. The pacte coloniale has become highly complicated.

Much of the modern approach to the problems of imperialism is
ideological; and much is legalistic and constitutional. As national fulfil-
ment is achieved, however, emphasis becomes increasingly economic.
Thismust inevitably happenasexternal investment dries up or issqueezed
out, compassion withdraws and the emergent countries are left to balance
their economies, produce for their domestic markets at prices which can
be afforded, and produce for world markets at prices and in quantities
which attract consumers but which still allow necessary external pur-
chases to be made. The new states, whether as recipients of aid or as
managers of viable and independent economies, are parts of a world
trade-system; as were the colonies from which they have emerged.
The situation is vitally different from that of the old colonial, mer-
cantilist system with 1ts Navigation Acts and Sugar Duties, its pacte
coloniale and its exclusif policy in trade, finance and shipping. Different
too from the Dual Mandate System with its comparatively simple
prescription of making the resources of tropical territories available for
the civilized world and of making the resources of the civilized world
available to tropical peoples. For there was necessarily inherent in the
mandatory approach something of an element of European priority, at
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xii PREFACE

least in assessing and controlling the situation; and that priority has
disappeared as a basic assumption, to reappear only as an economic
necessity.

The fact that the emergent and under-developed territories must live
within the context of a world-economy is less exciting than the fact
that they must themselves decide how to do s0,and must implement their
own decisions. But not less significant. Their independence of status and
freedom of action are new things, signs of a new era. Their economic
involvement is a continuing result of the series of events which brought
Europeans by maritime routes to their territories, and of the purposes
and concepts which lay behind those events. For western Europe and the
other continents of the world—Africa, America, Asia and, ultimately,
Australia—were brought into new, closer and more continuous econo-
mic relations by the changes which stemmed from the movement of
expansion which began with the Portuguese voyages of discovery in the
second half of the fifteenth century. A new world-economy was then
created, an economy in which Lisbon and the Casa da Contratacidn con-
trolled the spice trade of the world and directed the fleets of spice-ships to
their entrepot at Goa and then to the anchorages of the Tagus. Portuguese
administrative and financial techniques proved inadequate for such
lucrative burdens, the Dutch proved their capacity as intetlopers (a
word, significantly, of Dutch origin), and the ‘great rich purses of the
Antwerpians, subjects of the King of Spain, ingrossed them all into their
own hands, yea oftentimes gave money for them before hand, making
thereof a plaine Monopoly’. The complaint is that of the secretary of the
Merchant Adventurers of England, who would gladly have created
such a monopoly for themselves; what is a matter of fact, not of opinion,
is that the spice trade under Dutch control formed an invaluable adjunct
to their trade to the Baltic and to north-western Europe. The new and
expanded trade in spices and eastern produce was geared into a trade-
system which spread throughout Europe and, indeed, across the
Atlantic.

Before the Portuguese lost their control they had fashioned a pattern
of trade in which the vital harbours of East Africa were incorporated, and
in which negro slaves from the west African coast were given an
essential role in the advance of colonial settlement, from the Atlantic
islands to Brazil and the mainland of America. The sugar trade had bound
together the continents of Europe, Africa and America, and shipping was
the essential link. Already too, before Portuguese predominance had
been clearly thrown off, the plunder of the Inca and Aztec kingdoms,
anticipating the great revenues from the silver mines, had begun to flow
into the Spanish treasury, and the Habsburg kings were discovering that
the great European bankers upon whom their ability to acquire the
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PREFACE xiii

imperial title, and their subsequent ability to maintain it, rested were
beginning to be more attracted by Castilian control of the specie which
was upsetting the currency system of Europe than by the hereditary
revenues of the Spanish monarchy.

By the end of the sixteenth century not only were the agricultural
economies of the spice islands, the domestic industries of large parts of
India, the Arab trading-economy of the Indian Ocean and of the
western Pacific, the native societies of West Africa and the way of life
in the Caribbean islands and in the vast areas of the two vice-royalties of
Spanish America, all deeply affected by the impact of Europeans; Europe
itself was in a process of radical re-organization for which the new, sea-
borne, regular and comparatively easy access to the new worlds of
Africa, Asia and America was largely responsible. It is of course true that
access to the trade of Africa and of Asia had been available earlier, al-
though America was previously unknown and indeed remained
unacceptable as a separate land-mass for many years after its discovery.
The ‘silk-route’ across Asia had brought the produce of China to Rome,
the medieval grocer traded in kolonialwaren, and the great impulse to
explore the seas in the fifteenth century was as much motivated by a
desire to turn an existing and lucrative trade (the source of much of the
wealth of Venice, Genoa and Pisa) into new channels, as by eagerness to
establish new trades. It is equally true that the process of change is not
yet complete, and that large areas of the world still live in isolation from
the economic currents of the rest of the world. But when all the reserva-
tions have been made, it remains that the economy of the world was
brought into a new and lasting coherence by the Discoveries, and by the
way in which the Discoveries were exploited.

In allocating two volumes to the problem of the creation and nature of
this world-economy, the editors hope that they may be able to set out
objective accounts of the situation in Europe which led to the desire for
overseas trade and settlement, the motives which derived in large part
from that situation, and the past experience and accepted ideas and
institutions which the Europeans brought to the problem of satisfying
their requirements by sccuring control of non-European commodities,
lands and even peoples.

The approach s, perhaps, uncompromisingly European. Thisis due to
the conviction that the world-economy which resulted was European in
incentive, in organization, and in its pre-occupations. The results on
non-European societies were certainly as noteworthy as those in Europe,
sometimes immediate and overwhelming, as in the virtual elimination
of the society of the Carib Indians in the West Indies or the overthrow of
the Mexican and Peruvian kingdoms by the Spanish conquistadors. But
the reactions upon non-European societies were normally more insidious
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xiv PREFACE

and slow to gain recognition. It was the French in the late nineteenth
century who described the process as that of a tache d’huile, a creeping
penetration of European ideas and influences reminiscent of the spread
of a drop of oil on a piece of blotting-paper. Shattering, stimulating, or
merely insidious, the results for non-European societies are in any case a
separable story (if not essentially separate), to be told from a different
point of view and by the use of different techniques and different kinds
of evidence. First, even from the non-European point of view, it is
essential to get the European aspects in perspective. For itis clear that the
Europeans were the active creators of the new bonds. It was Europe which
sought out the New World, not the New World which discovered
Europe, Europeans who controlled the exchanges which were estab-
lished, who came to trade or to settle according to their needs; not
Asiatics, American Indians or Indonesians, who imposed their own
prescriptions upon their contacts with the Europeans.

In approaching these problems from a European stand-point, more-
over, we cannot easily overlook the fact that it was a Europe in a state of
ferment, of challenge to existing institutions and concepts, which
brought the New World within its orbit; in its turn, access by new,
regular and comparatively reliable routes to the New World played a
significant part in shaping the changes which were taking place in
Europe. To divide these two aspects of a study of the problem is difficult
and to some extent improper, and the editors have not set out to attempt
it. They have, however, tried to deal with the European contributions to
the situation in the first volume devoted to this issue—with population,
currency, labour shortages, scientific achievements, agricultural develop-
ments, and commercial organization. In the second volume the results
in developing social classes, trade techniques, and above all in economic
precepts, will come under review. There is neither chronological
sequence between the two volumes nor logical distinction between
them. They should stand together, setting out different aspects which in
the end should be considered together; and much of the allocation to
one volume or the other has been the result of the simple difficulties
in getting the chapters written by specified times!

Although within these two volumes no chronological division has
been attempted, it is nevertheless necessary to emphasize that in such a
study chronology is all-important. The danger is not so much that facts
will be related in their wrong sequence—for a badly-constructed
narrative will eventually fall apart by itsclf—but that events and
movements will be considered out of the context of contemporary
developments in other fields. It is, for example, difficult to overstate the
consequences which stemmed from the fact that the New World was
opened up before the eyes of a Europe in which the omnicompetence of
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PREFACE xv

the nation-state was a new but generally-accepted doctrine. The nation-
state was certainly not a novelty in the fifteenth century; in its concepts
and claims, its loyalties and animosities, its legal and economic dogmas,
it had been long a-growing. But in its conjunction with reformed and
national churches it took on a new authority and purpose; and as national
statesmen, beating together the ideas and the administrative machine
for a national economy, appreciated the potential wealth to be derived
from the overseas territories which were being revealed, they incor-
porated such territories into their theories and into their practice.

The results were even more startling than those which derive from a
comparable situation—the way in which the exploration of outer space
has coincided with an era in which capitalist and communist ideologies
confront each other, each dominated by a single great world power. For
the economic advantages of the New World were immediately apparent
(though not easily developed) and overseas possessions fell easily and
naturally into the contexts of a self-contained national economy which
seemed so essential to the European statesmen of the fifteenth and
sixteenth—and indeed subsequent—centuries.

Atthe first challenges, European reactions were gravely affected by the
dominant position of the Iberian states; and not only was the strength of
the Habsburg monarchy in Europe accepted as deriving largely from its
overseas possessions, but the opposition to that monarchy and to the
world order for which it stood was embittered by fears, ambitions and
animosities, which were directly traceable to the New World. ‘And
entringe into the consideracion of the way how this Phillippe may be
abased, I meane firste to begynne with the west Indies’, wrote Richard
Hakluyt, adding, with a pungency which lost little in the phrasing,
‘If you touche him in the Indies, you touche the apple of his eye, for
take away his treasure, which is nervus belli, and which he hath almoste
oute of his west Indies, his olde bandes of souldiers will soone be dis-
solved, his purposes defeated, his power and strengthe diminished, his
pride abated, and his tyranie utterly suppressed.’

The increasing hostility between England and Spain, developing
from the point at which Phillip had supported Elizabeth’s claims to the
throne against Mary Queen of Scots at the Treaty of Cateau Cambrésis
to the preparations for the Armada and Drake’s raid on Cadiz, owed
much to overseas rivalries. For the larrecins sans fin of the Devonshire
seamen in the Channel, and Drake’s fabulous round-the~world plunder-
ing voyage, were in large part traceable to the Spanish attack on the
English ships at San Juan d’Ulloa and to Hawkins’s attempt, naif perhaps
but not improbable in itself, to supply the Spanish planters with the
West African slaves which they required.

In this there can be no question of sole causation, nor any serious
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xvi PREFACE

possibility of estimating the relative importance of the various factors
involved. But it must be accepted that the mood in which the Europeans
approached the newly-discovered world, and organized production and
trade there, was all-important. These Europeans were in any case the
volatile elements in the populations of their states. Sometimes inspired
by inordinate greed, sometimes by missionary fervour, sometimes b
simple personal assertiveness, they were always affected deeply by the
national rivalries of their Europe and by the theories implicit in those
rivalries; more, in fact, by the theories than by the realities, especially in
economic affairs. For while the day-to-day life of Europe was changing
slowly, and was affected at first but little (often at fourth or fifth hand,
or even more remotely) by the flow of produce, the creation of wealth,
and the market for labour which the New World offered, the nation-states
which increasingly controlled men’s lives and dominated their thoughts
directed their efforts unremittingly to the bullion which was the first
scintillating product of overseas dominion.

The dynamic of the bullion-flow was the more compulsive because of
the dogma, easily justifiable in any age and most especially so in an age of
mercenary soldiers, that ‘bullion is the sinews of war’. That dogma in
turn led to preoccupation with a balance of trade, and so to efforts to
regulate the trade which developed with colonies in such a way as to
redress national trade-balances and toleave the increments from shipping,
finance and maritime insurance, in the balance-sheets of the mother
country.

The colonial wotld, in short, fitted well into the mercantile system. It
was only a question of time until the Old Colonial System emerged, in
the shape of the Navigation Acts, from the opposition of Cromwellian
England to the Dutch and their prosperity. The maritime and colonial
wars of the eighteenth century were only in part the outcome of colonial
and trade rivalries, the clash of hostile colonial systems. There was in
them a notable element of purely personal rivalry—the rivalries of such
men as Dongan and de la Barre, of Clive and Dupleix, of Washington
and Montcalm—and much of competition for trade between Hudson's
Bay Company, Ohio Company, and Compagnie du Nord; or between
East India Company and Compagnie des Indes Orientales; or the
Dutch East and West India Companies. There was much, too, of an
increasingly irreconcileable hostility between Bourbon sun-kings and
Stuart and Guelph rulers of the seas, a hostility in which overseas
territories and overseas trade assumed steadily growing importance.

European rivalries for the wealth, and for the strategic strength, of
New World possessions have gone through many phases; but both the
constitutional relationships and the economic development of overseas
territories have throughout been conditioned by the fact that they came
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PREFACE Xvit

to hand in a period when a national economy and its balances were a
heavy preoccupation. From time to time emphasis has changed, and the
devices by which the ends have been sought have varied greatly, as has
the social class which has manipulated those devices. But the outcome
has always been the same; the ends of the earth have been brought
together, and the urge to keep them together has been perpetuated
becauseat the formative time the mould of a controlled national economy
was clamped on both east and west.

That European interests should predominate in this relationship—to
such an extent that, even when political control has been removed,
economic dependence remains a lasting heritage—was in part due to the
purposefulness and competence of the Europeans who made the con-
tacts, in part to the ambitions and organization of the European states.
Much, however, was the result of economic circumstances. Whatever
the motives with which the Europeans set out on their quests, what they
most often found were vast, fertile, and comparatively empty spaces
whose most obvious function was to produce the raw materials required
by European industry. Preoccupation with spices, and then with
bullion, had first to be played out, though neither has ever been com-
pletcly abandoned. Then tobacco had to find its proper level in the rank-
ing of consumer-goods in the European market, and furs for felting and
sugar for common consumption proved the most desirable raw materials
which the New World produced in bulk for the consumption of the
Ol World.

This outcome was disappointing, for there had been great hopes of
pitch, rosin, tar, hemp, straight-grained timber for spars and standing
rigging—all the secondary materials for naval equipment hitherto
derived from a highly vulnerable trade with the Baltic. The unbelieve-
able wealth of the Grand Banks of Newfoundland—soles above a yard
long, and especially a ‘great abundance of that kinde of fish which the
Savages call baccaloes [cod]’, wrote a contemporary of John Cabot—
indeed led to such a development in shipping that the crossing of the
Atlantic became almost a commonplace. By 1578 it was reported that,
taking one year with another, between thirty and fifty English ships
annually found their way to the Grand Banks, the Spaniards sent about a
hundred for cod, and for whaling twenty or thirty Biscayan ships
totalling up to five or six thousand tons. The Portuguese cod-fleet
numbered about fifty sail, up to 3,000 tons; and though the French
habitually sent about 150 ships they were not normally above forty tons
each, a total of about 7,000 tons or less. Fishing on the Grand Banks was
clearly a very considerable enterprise, of great economic significance in
itself, and entailing ramifications in the salt-making industry, in ship-
building, and in the domestic habits of thousands of European

b
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Xviii PREFACE

consumers. It was also a notable nursery for seamen, and was accorded a
unique place in the politico-economic writings of the day. But the fishing
industry did not satisfy the desire of the European nations for actual
munitions of war; nor did any other contact with the overseas world
until in the middle years of the seventeenth century the Indian mainland
began to produce saltpetre in satisfying quantities; and that was a
manufactured product rather than a natural staple.

These disappointments and delays notwithstanding, the European
powers were sufficiently impressed with the vast potential wealth of the
newly-discovered lands to make great efforts to comprehend them
under the control of their own national economies. The ultimate out-
come was that they fought each other (in peace and in war) for sole
control—which came to mean sole possession—of the most attractive
areas, and then treated such areas as satellites to themselves. That the
Europeans, operating at considerable distances, almost in isolation, from
their own countries and the sources of their strength, should have been
able to impose their pattern of life and trade upon the rest of the world
was an essential condition for the outcome—that the world-economy
which was then created should be cast in a European mould, governed
by Christian and western European concepts and dogmas. It was,
ultimately, dominated and administered by western European men, a
fact which in itself gocs far to explain the predominance of the western
European outlook.

The ultimate predominance of European interests is easily assumed,
especially by European historians; but it is in itself one of the most
astonishing and far-reaching phenomena of world-history. Important
as the outlook and purpose of the Europeans may have been in bringing
about this result, much must be attributed to the simple accident of
chronology. For the penetration of the secrets of the oceans was part of a
general enlargement of the European horizon. The Europeans who
opened up the New World had modified their ships, had improved their
knowledge both of the theory and of the practice of navigation, and had
entered upon a technological revolution which enabled them to supply
goods to the overseas markets which they discovered and to use raw
materials in ever-increasing quantities. All of these changes had their
place in creating the movement to join together the forum of Europe
and the assets of overseas territories, to make expansion possible, desirable
and even necessary.

But trade is, in natural conditions, a transaction for the mutual advant-
age of both buyer and seller. There must be temporary advantages for
oneside or the other; and the hope of achieving a position of power which
can be exploited so as to secure extreme profits is an enduring element
in most trades. These are the commonplaces of any trading system, and
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PREFACE XiX

the technological advantages of the sixteenth-century Europeans, com-
bined with their adventurous outlook, would go far to explain why they
secured immediate predominance. But the long-term subservience to the
markets of Europe in which colonial economies were maintained was
the result not only of economic conditions but also of the military power
exercised by the white races at the moment of impact and during the
period of consolidation. Cortes set forth to conquer the great Montezuma
and the kingdom of Mexico with only 600 men. Their fire-power was
only fifteen muskets and seven small cannon which used stones as shot.
Indian auxiliaries and later reinforcements played their parts in the final
conquest of Mexico, but Cortes won his first swift victories with only his
original strength. Examples could easily be multiplied—the victory of
the handful of Puritan settlers over the Indian hordes in the battle for the
Pannunky corn-field; the dispersal of the victorious Mohawks by
Samuel de Champlain and his solitary white companion; or the defeat
of the Arab fleet at the sicge of Ormuz by the English ships which the
Shah of Persia had forced into his alliance. The story runs through the
conquest of India, down to the Ashanti and Zulu wars, and up to
modern times by way of Omdurman, the Maori Wars and the Burma
wars. On many occasions the Europeans were helped, as were Cortez
and de Champlain at the start of the story, by allies from among the
native peoples; often the outcome was to support by European arms a
native regime which would meet the requirements of the victorious
Europeans. But these are only variations upon a theme—the theme that
European arms were, and were confidently expected to be, triumphant.
This was no reflection on the courage, the devotion, the horsemanship
or the skill at arms, of the non-European. Yet it was in part a result
of the military skill which the Europeans had acquired in a period
of constant warfare and of life-long professional soldiering; in part it
was due to the terrifying, and increasingly lethal, use of gunpowder
and to the selfconfidence which its users derived from their technical
superiority.

Gunpowder alone, however, was not responsible for the amazing self-
confidence of the fiftecnth- and sixteenth-century Europeans. Great as
are the literary and artistic triumphs of the period, and enduring and
magnificent as arc the palaces, cathedrals and colleges which were then
built, they rose in a Europe of which agriculture was unquestionably the
major industry, and in which agriculture was based upon an ignorant
and oppressed peasantry while city life was dominated by oligarchic
guilds and councils from whom the new industries were seeking refuge
in the country districts. Powerful nobles could be, and often were,
masters of great wealth and of great culture; but few indeed were the
great nobles who ventured overseas. Predominantly the adventurers
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were of middleclass professional origin (professional courtiers some-
times), men of active minds and habits but coming from a social and
domestic scene which ought to have left them awestruck at the culture
and sophistication of some of the societies upon which they burst. For
not only were the Europeans, at best, vigorous but coarse; they came
from a continent in which, the dynamic of the nation-state notwithstand-
ing, the monarchs disputed their precarious thrones with each other and
with ever-encroaching rivals.

To set the European position in proportion to the wealth and power
of the kingdoms of the East it is best, perhaps, to look appraisingly at the
record of Sir Thomas Roe’s mission to the Great Moghul, in 1615, on
behalf of the English East India Company. Undoubtedly an able man,
well-educated and acting as the official ambassador of a monarch who
could not be overlooked in Europe (however much he might be per-
sonally despised) Roe spent almost three years at the Moghul’s courtin an
effort to secure a treaty of trade and alliance. He achieved much more
than the previous emissary, William Edwards, who had merely found
the emperor a ready recipient of English novelties; but Roe failed to
secure a treaty although he managed to get reliable terms for English
trading establishments. His failure was partly due to the conviction that
trade was not a matter worthy the attention of the Moghul; but it was
also explained to Roe that there seemed little point in a treaty between a
monarch so wealthy and powerful as the Moghul and the ruler of so
small and poverty-stricken a kingdom as England. The point was well
made, for there could be no denying the discrepancies between the two
rulers.

Yet Thomas Roe, and indeed all Europeans, approached the mighty
kings of the East always as equals, normally as superiors, never as
suppliants. Instructed by a chamberlain that he must approach Sultan
Purveis (the Moghul’s second son, ruler at Barampore), touching the
ground with his head, and with his hat off, Roe replied that he ‘came in
honour to see the Prince, and was free from the custom of servants’;
he demanded equal status with the ambassador of the king of Persia and
of the Great Turk, and when he appeared before the Great Moghul
himself he stipulated beforehand that he should be free to behave accord-
ing to English customs ‘so that I would perform them punctually’.

Roe was an admirable envoy, and he secured treatment such as had
never before been accorded to any European. His achievement was great,
and his narrative most revealing. But he was not alone in his self-confid-
ence, nor were the English the only nation to feel so assertive. The
atmosphere of Roe’s Journal is the commonplace of the period and of the
century and a half of which Thomas Roe was the heir. It was the self-
confidence of a military man, bred to the wars; and gunpowder must
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have its placc in explaining it, still more in explaining why it was
accepted by monarchs who could so easily have resented it and whose
cultural standards often equalled anything which Europe could show.
But there was no hint in Roe’s mission at any time that failure to achieve
his objects would be followed by military intervention. To the Indian
princes any such suggestion would certainly have been laughable; and,
indeed, Roe himself was convinced that military action must always rob
overseas trade of its profits, that the Portuguese had ‘never made an
advantage of the East Indies since they defended them’ and that the
Dutch, who had sought plantations by the sword, had found ‘that their
dead pays consumed all their gain’. It is indeed true that he also pro-
claimed that the English East India Company’s efforts merely to trade
in India could never bring the real wealth of India within the British
grasp since that wealth was not allowed to remain in the hands of India’s
vast population of potential consumers but was concentrated in the hands
of the nobles and rulers by a cruel system of taxation, rent charges and
service-dues. Avid though such eastern potentates might be for western
luxuries, they had only one necessity which they required from Europe
—fircarms. To gain access to the real wealth of India, therefore, Roe
maintained that the East India Company must share in the profits of
ruling by taking a part in that process, by selling military support to the
rulers. This was certainly not a new policy when Roe expounded it,
but when systematically adopted it proved to be fraught with the
gravest consequences for India and was the basis of the links which
bound India to the heels of the British economy more closely and
enduringly than any mere trading nexus could possibly have done.

Such developments, however, were not yet matter of fact at the time
of Roc’s embassy. His assurance, and the Indian acceptance of that
assurance, were of course in part due to personal qualities. But they also
represent something of more general significance. The seventeenth
century was still being carried forward on the tide of self-confidence, still
animated by the spirit of enquiry which had led the men of the fifteenth
century to turn their backs upon the land-masses known to them and to
sail boldly into uncharted seas. Of the seventeenth century itself—an
age of immense energy’—it has been said that ‘ there is far too much life
in the period to compress it into a formula’. The generalization applies
equally to all the centuries during which the pattern of European
relations with the overseas world was set; and the pattern was set in
a form dominated by European needs, European values, European
personalities.

The nation-state, and military prestige, counted for much. Equally
important were the economic techniques for outfitting and financing
the voyages de longue course, for insuring against the hazards involved,
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and for dispersing among many participants both the risks and the
profits. But the financing of world trade demands not only an ability to
underwrite an expedition but the confidence and the courage to use the
techniques which are available; and knowledge of world markets and
of world supplies to make the trade profitable. A further point of
chronological significance is therefore the fact that comparatively easy
and continuous access to overseas markets became available to European
merchants at a time when they, as persons and often as king-makers,
were acceptable and when their ‘feat of merchandise’ was dogmatically
defensible in a sense which was new.

Usury laws and the formal ecclesiastical notions of price were cer-
tainly not abandoned in Europe in the fifteenth century, nor were the
techniques of partnerships, insurances and loans so simpleas to have freed
merchants completely from all inhibitions. Much has been written about
the possible connections between the Protestant ethic and the rise of
capitalism, with no inescapable conclusiveness either from the point of
view of logic or of chronology. For it is certain that there was as much
avarice abroad before the Reformation as after it, and that there were
great merchants, and merchants companies, working with the same
techniques and within the same conventions, in the fourteenth century
as in the sixteenth. Individual studies of fourteenth~century merchants
are few, but when they emerge they are of convincing stature. There
were such men as John Cannynge of Bristol, who played a substantial
partin financing Edward IV’s campaign for the English throne and who
set to sea his own fleet of men-of-war, or Sir Edward Shaw, goldsmith
and mayor of London, who also did much to finance Edward IV, who
personally presented the crown to Richard III, and who then played a
prominent part under Henry VIL Richard Whittington, thrice lord
mayor of London, mayor of the Staple of Westminster continuously
from 1405 to 1422, is an earlier and notorious example of the purposeful,
experienced and wealthy merchants who were there, ready to share the
adventure with the kings and the admirals, when the wider horizons of
the New World were opened up to them. Sometimes, like Jean Ango and
the armateurs of the Britanny ports, or the Society of Merchant Venturers
of Bristol, they led and organized the advance. But whether they led
their sovereigns or were led by them, the European merchants were
capitalists in a sense which was alien to the peoples of the New World
and of the East even when those peoples were already engaged in
merchandising. 4

For the most part the Europeans sought, and found, producers of
primary staples, mostly of agricultural origin. In the formative period
they were essentially ‘Adventurers’ in the full historical meaning of that
word; they ventured forth with cargoes of European goods, not knowing
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where, or to whom, they would sell them—in distinction from mer-
chants who knew their customers and their market before they set out.
Their trade was, therefore, almost of necessity based on barter; and so it
remained long after the routes and the habits of trade had become
established. In a barter trade, even more than in a trade based on cur-
rency, the differences between European and non-European notions of
value and of capital became apparent. For whereas to the European
merchant, whatever his religion, the merchant’s function was to buy
cheap and to sell dear, and his stock in trade was a capital which must be
exploited and increased regardless of its value in use, the non-European
(as such and until he had adopted European notions) worked to different
scales of value.

The situation varied from one society to another. At the extreme,
where Europeans met North American Indians and bartered their furs
from them, the Indians continued for many years to regard the process
as a simple gift-exchange, in which unwanted and superfluous goods
changed hands without any sense of value, and with very little attention
even to quantity. For them, ironware of any kind, even down to a single
needle, had great attractions while their furs could be got in almost any
quantity in a normal year. The same basic approach to trade with
Europeans was to be found in West Africa, in South America, and inlarge
parts of Indonesia. Even when trading habits had become fixed, and
certain sections of the population had developed a function and a place in
society by trading with Europcans, there remained widespread economic
concepts and habits which differentiated them sharply from their
European counterparts. Their motives were significantly different,and to
their surprise the Europeans found that supplies of native produce dried
up before the market was satisfied and that increases in price did not
stimulate production but rather curtailed it since the non-European was
then more casily able to satisfy his immediate wants. They found, too,
that the point at which those wants were satisfied lay much nearer to the
surface and that there was comparatively little interest in long-term
acquisitiveness on the European pattern. In so far as they could find a
desire to accumulate, it was motivated perhaps by simple covetousness,
perhaps by an urge to display; perhaps it might lead to the accumulation
of a hoard, but seldom was gain sought as a capital, a means for financing
further and yet further gains. There was little of that appetitus divitiarum
infinitus which was accepted as the constant spur by the European.

So the fur-traders, even when they recognized that they were dealing
with groups of professional Indian traders, knew no means as late as the
mid-eighteenth century to prevail on them to bring their maximum
catch to market. In the same way the Dutch in Indonesia could find no
economic incentive to stimulate the productionof spices for the European
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market. They had to resort to warfare, to peddling supplies of arms, to the
exaction of ‘contingencies’ and forced deliverics from the native rulers
whom they maintained in authority. Much the same thing happened in
West Africa, where the support of Europeans became a considerable ele-
ment in the balance of strength between the local chiefs, while in North
America the Dutch, the French and the English, likewise were forced,
each in their different ways, to secure the loyalty of native allies not
only to support them in their struggles with each other but also in their
efforts to control and to maximize the fur trade. The goods supplied
were indeed such as to alter the native way of life radically, to make the
Indians of North America abandon bows and arrows and become
dependent upon regular shipments of firearms and of gunpowder. But
even with dependence on Europcan supplies the native society re-
mained, by European standards, “improvident’. A high proportion of
the annual income was devoted to immediate consumption and to social
display, very little went to saving or to any kind of capital accumulation.

Standard features of such trade were that luxuries, firearms, fineries
and drink, soon became, and remained for centuries, staple articles of
European export; and that native requirements were quickly and
cheaply satisfied in the absence of a native profit-motive or (if something
of a profit-motive emerged) without a capital-accumulation motive.
In consequence, various forms of compulsion were exploited, and this
in its turn added to the authority of European demands. Normally some
form of military intervention was a necessary element in such a process;
the result, according to circumstances, might be the assumption of
direct rule by the Europeans, or indirect rule in which the Europeans
supported a native ruler (as Roe had advocated in India). Sometimes the
outcome was a debtor-creditor relationship which exploited immediate
desires, for drink or finery, or arms, and stimulated production in order
to pay off the debt so incurred.

From such generalizations it must not be assumed that always the
knowledgeable and avaricious European merchant exploited, and erected
a system for the long-term exploitation of, the simple and uncon-
taminated native peoples with whom he came in contact. Endless
examples could be given, especially from the Indian mainland, of skilled
entrepreneurs who organized and maintained a closely-integrated pro-
ductive system (whether of muslins or of saltpetre), who knew all the
ramifications of credit-finance and to whose ‘country-trade’ the
European merchants were little more than accessories. Great fortunes, a
numerous trading class, and an economy which penetrated throughout
the life of India, developed in this way; and all were native in origin and
control, pre-European in background. The less articulate native trading
system in West Africa likewise reveals that European traders merely
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provided an outlet for a native organization. It was not the European
but the African or the Arab who captured the slaves, procured the gold
dust, the ivory or the red peppers, and brought them to the coast.

In stressing that, from the start of sea-borne contacts, the Europeans
have traded at an advantage, it is important to accept that they did not
always derive that advantage from the fact that they were dealing with
primitive peoples. They appear to have enjoyed equal privileges when
they faced sophisticated traders; and the world-economy which de-
veloped has been so centred upon Europe and European needs that
political domination has normally ensued, as the only sure means of
safeguarding those needs. Onlyslowlyand reluctantly have the economic
identities and necessitics of the overseas territories been accepted as in
their own right. For centuries, pending the date when white settlers
would formulate and vindicate a challenge to metropolitan interests
which would later be taken up by indigenous peoples, the luxury-
demands of Europe maintained precedence over the necessity-demands
of native producers. It is difficult to make a dispassionate appraisal of the
resultant antithesis of ‘developed’ and ‘under-developed’ territories,
especially in a period when the values of such a system are under
vociferous dispute. But at least it must be accepted that, whatever the
moral or racial considerations involved in such a system may be, they
would in themselves have been of little importance if the economic
attraction to the Europeans had not been sufficient, and the economic
competence of the Europeans adequate, to make the system work. The
outcome was, in any case, indisputable; the needs of Europe pre-
dominated over the nceds of the native societies—with the notable
exceptions of Japan and, in a different way, of China.

Neither habits of thought, nor analysis of motives, nor even relative
cultural developments and command of resources, completely explain
this significantly one-sided development. Initially the Europeans hoped
to find their way to areas in which a thriving, numerous and industrious
native population would provide goods for the European markets, and
that desire persisted well into the eighteenth century and was then
responsible for much of the enthusiasm for the various South Sea pro-
jects which enlivened and distorted the expansionist movements of that
century. But, like the French in their advance into Africa yet a century
later, the Europeans were constantly discovering comparatively empty
and under-populated lands—terres sans peuple. Their problem was there-
fore not only to devise means to stimulate production from such existing
and potentially competent societies as they found, but also to organize
production for themselves where a competent native society could not be
found, or could not be coerced. The means of production were then
taken into Europcan hands—land, minerals, and labour.
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European control of labour frequently involved the mobilization of a
body of alien labourers and its transportation to, and maintenance on,
land which lacked this essential element in production. It was not until
the nineteenth century that this process began to be reversed and, having
hitherto taken labour to the sites of raw materials, European powers
began to bring the raw materials to the centres of their population. Even
with a modern transport system, this is a method which has definite
limitations, and even in the nineteenth century the earlier and simpler
solution was widely used, with marked success. This was the period of
Chinese coolie labour, the period when the indentured Indian took over
from the negro slave in the West Indies and when he created fresh wealth,
and fresh difficulties, in Ceylon, Malaya, East, Central and South
Africa.

The natural difficulties faced by the Europeans as they made their
impact on new territories were in any case considerable; they were
greatly increased by inter-European rivalries which led to demarcations
of land without regard for either natural features or for native societies.
It was, for example, a purely European diplomatic decision which cut
off the comparatively well-populated districts of Ruanda and Urundi
from the rest of the former German East Africa and left Tanganyika a
territory marked by serious shortage of labour. Likewise it was a
European decision which cut off the vast area of West Africa under
French domination from its only good natural harbour, in the British
British colony of the Gambia. There have indeed been occasions when
European influence has created a unity, and ultimately something of a
viable economy, which did not previously exist—as in Nigeria, or
India, Malaya, or South and (for a time) Central Africa. But such
examples must be set against those in which European influence split or
overthrew a native society and overrode the natural geographic and
economic unity of an area. Decision upon the merits or demerits of such
action cannot begin to be objective until some attempt has been made to
discover why, at such distances from the sources of their strength, the
Europeans managed to gain and to retain the initiative. The more the
cry is raised that a valid native society and economy were overthrown
(or undermined) the more need is there to understand how such a
situation could be brought about.

To emphasize that European control of the opportunities presented by
the Discoveries was all-important is not to accept a value-judgment that,
because the Europeans made their interests dominant, therefore it was
right that they should do so. By no means all that succeeds is defensible;
nor is all that is defensible inevitable. Each case must be taken on its
merits, social, economic, perhaps national or racial; and much that is
hypothetical must enter into any judgment since any verdict must rest
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upon an assumption as to what might have happened if events had
followed a differentcourse. Justification or recriminationapart, an under-
standing of the reasons why power lay where it did, and why certain
assumptions were accepted by the power-holders, must lead far
along the road towards an objecsive understanding of the whole
problem.

In so far as an attempt to set out the motives and the conditions of the
Europeans explains why power lay with them, the purpose of this
volume and of its successor is served; and in so far as a review of the
historical circumstances fails to explain that situation, it should lead to
consideration of other factors, not historical only in that they are not
temporary but are permanent. There do indeed seem to have been cer-
tain ‘natural laws’ at work to swing the balance in favour of the
Europeans; at least, certain ‘economic laws’. The laws of economics, if
indeed they exist, are far from simple, and he would be a rash historian
who attempted to set them out, or even to adduce them from historical
examples. But there remains something elementary and acceptable in
such maxims as that ‘the difference between buying and selling is ten
per cent’—not that any importance should be attached to the actual
percentage. The dogma rests not upon the immediate conditions which
will cause variations in the percentage but upon the general assumption
that the buyer will buy because he foresees a use or a future profit,
whereas the seller sells because he has a redundancy; he has little use for
his own articles but has need for some of the commodities offered in
exchange. The contrast of positions gocs further than this, for the
willing buyer is seldom a compulsive buyer; he can hold off, or turn
to an alternative product, or to an alternative source of supply. The
initiative lies with him. The seller has far less freedom of action; he is
committed to a sale, and is to that extent at a disadvantage. Seldom
has he an alternative purchaser, or an alternative use for his wares,
available.

In so far as Europeans had undergone considerable hardships and had
met considerable expenses before they made their trading encounters,
committing capital and enterprise to voyages from which they would
not willingly return empty-handed, they forfeited their position of
vantage as buyers. In so far, too, as they carried European goods for
barter, and often found them unacceptable (as Aurungzeb found English
woollens) they placed themselves at an open disadvantage. Butin dealing
with peoples who entered upon trade largely for immediate gratification
and for social consequence, they found that a reasonable selection of
European goods could be given almost overwhelming importance. The
luxuries which they brought acquired great status-value and were given
marked preferences for their ability to give immediate pleasure—
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especially as European competence in distilling spirits gave them a
preference over native brewed drinks.

So, for a variety of not entirely logical, or indeed explicable, reasons,
European goods acquired and retained a value in trade which more
than compensated for the disadvantages under which the European
might well have laboured as a trader who had come far to market and
who was forced to trade by barter. Although his goods were often of
little value in use, and of still less intrinsic worth, and were normally
quickly and completely consumed in use, the possibility that he might
withhold, or might be interrupted in, his trade threatened disaster. For
the non-European societies with which he traded, one after the other,
accepted the position of dependent economies.

The implications of dependence become clear when, in the middle
years of the elghteenth century, a series of colonial wars emphasized the
need for continuous access to the controlled markets of Europe, the close
connection between command of the seas and colonial power, and the
vulnerability of any colonial society which was not secure in its com-
munications. Then British ability to cut off the Dutch East Indian empire
from the markets of Europe brought the economy of the islands to the
chaotic state in which Raffles found it. Many other circumstances con-
tributed to the Dutch predicament besides the fact that the East Indies
under Daendels were in a state of siege; but they all emphasized the
general character of Dutch colonial society as a dependent economy—
dependent to the extent that supplies for European consumers took
precedence over maintenance of a market in which European goods
could be disposed of.

The Dutch East Indian empire is perhaps an exceptional case, in which
the close connection between trade and rule must be taken into account.
But the interdependence of the system which had developed, with
Europe and European interests in a position of overwhelming pre-
dominance, may be judged from the extent to which the grand naval
strategy of the Revolutionary and Napoleonic Wars turned (as the
strategy of the War of American Independence had also turned) round
the problems of maintaining communications between the colonies and
their markets. The West Indies, the colonies par excellence of this period
and system, utterly dependent economically, then became the eccentric
cockpit of Europe. When any kind of dispute arose, thither the powers
repaired, as to a cockpit—as Bryan Edwards, the historian of the British
West Indies, noted.

The dependence of colonial producers upon their European markets
and upon the merchants who supplied them was without doubt in part
due to the preponderance in military and governmental matters of the
Europeans, as well as to their greater assertiveness in trade. But it wasalso
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in part due to the inherent nature of colonial trade itself. For whether
Europeans migrated in person and set to work to develop theresourcesof
overseas territories, or whether they merely traded as adjuncts to a
predominantly native system of production, the new trade to Europe
which developed after the Discoveries, as distinct from the medieval
luxury trades which were diverted by the Discoveries, was almost cet-
tain to be a trade in bulk supplies of agricultural surpluses or of other
primary produce. The relationship was ideally supposed to be that
between town and country, a description which somehow seems to
embody a sense of mutual dependence, mutual support, and equal
status. The description is in fact more acceptable in its express simple
terms than in such implied meanings. For to the extent that excess
population, or fears of excess population, motivated European expansion
the movement was one away from areas in which land was dear and
labour was cheap and towards areas in which land was cheap (in plenti-
ful supply) and labour dear (in short supply). Accent on land, and on
agricultural products, was therefore inevitable; and the economic
machincry which lay behind much emigration further emphasized this.
For the normal support for emigrants came either from aristocratic con-
cessionaries who took up their monarch’s claims to territory on condi-
tion that they achieved settlement, or from chartered companies in
which the stockholders were anxious for early shipments of vendible
commodities—which could only be got from exploitation of the
obvious agricultural possibilities. If the colonists were not to remain ‘as
banished men’ but were to receive their annual shipments of supplies
and reinforcements, they had to meet the ‘adventurers’” reasonable
hopes of profit, and this they did with cargoes of potash and logwood,
fool-gold and spices, fish and hemp, tobacco and furs, and ultimately of
sugar. Few of them fulfilled the expectations of their supporters, and
many a settlement bought its own territory at easy terms (as did the
Pilgrim Fathers, the French of Canada and the Dutch of Manhattan).
Whether they paid their way or whether they failed, they were almost
without exception tied to the soil. So were the native cultivators when
the European came as manager, director and exploiter, rather than as
practising agriculturist.

Tied to export staples, since these were the commodities which
Europe required, the overseas territories began to suffer from what
appears to be an economic law, as gloomy in its implications as any
which Malthus or Ricardo uttered. This was the law of the Terms of
Trade, a law for which little compulsion and less reason can be vouched
but which declares empirically that, as a matter of historical fact and of
practical contemporary experience, the terms of trade simply do worsen
steadily against primary products. This means that over a period more
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and more primary products, espec1ally agricultural products, must be
given in exchange for the same quantity of manufactured or processed
goods. The chief reason which has been urged, in an attempt to explain
this phenomenon, is that as men achieve a morc advanced economicsstate,
with greater capac1ty for expenditure, they can afford to spend a greater
portion of their earnings on luxuries and a lesser portion on necessities.
They still satisfy their basic needs, but at the cost of a smaller proportion
of their individual or national incomes. In consequence the demand for
luxuries rises in proportion to the demand for necessities, and the value
in exchange of the luxuries also rises; and the terms of trade harden
against primary produce Then, as the primary producers find their
situation worsening, the only remedy which they can apply to recover
their purchasing power is to increase production and to put more of
their commodities on the market. This only ends in a further weakening
of the price per unit and may well end by driving supply higher than
demand and inducing sellers” competition and a buyers’ market. It also
brings the producer in danger of Diminishing Returns since rapid
increases in agricultural production can normally be achieved only by
cultivating marginal lands, often at the cost of increased distance from
the market and of greater expenses for transport.

The primary producer is driven to these straits because it is difficult,
slow, and often impossible to change production from one agricultural
staple to another—a matter requiring three or four years at the least,
during which period the market trend may well have altered. In con-
trast, the manufacturer can change with comparative ease from one
production to another. At least capital, even when heavily committed
by investment in plant, can be transferred more easily in industry than in
agriculture, and urban labour is more mobile and more versatile than
agricultural labour. The manufacturer, moreover, can not only turn to
alternative products when the market goes against him, he also enjoys
the advantage of diminishing costs per unit when the market runs in his
favour and he can make and sell increased quantities of his product.

In one way or another, then, the consumers and manufacturers of the
western world have enjoyed advantages in trade which have perpetuated
the initial superiority which they acquired in the fifteenth and sixteenth
centuries; so much so that the terms Colonial Economy, Dependent
Econory, and Underdeveloped Economy, have become almost synonymous
though each is capable of an exact and distinct meaning. Lack of that
capital which western men have so conspicuously and successfully
exploited during the period of modern history is accepted as the hall-
mark of all three, and the consequent subordination of the economic and
social life of overseas territories assumes so much importance that the
end of colonialism as a constitutional status is now widely accepted as of
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only limited value unless subservience to western economic domination
can also be ended.

This volume and its successor are not intended as works of economic
analysis, which would explain and discuss the reasons for the peculiar
shape taken by the world-cconomy which developed in the fifteenth and
sixteenth centuries. Ultimately, without doubt, it is essential that this
work of analysis and explanation should be accomplished. But first a start
must be made by setting out as objectively as possible a substantial narra-
tive of what happened; and for this the proper starting-point would
seem, at lcast for Europcan historians with their natural background of
knowledge and understanding, to be a narrative of the economic situa-
tion in Europe. Problems of population, of scientific knowledge,
ignorance and curiosity, financial ability, national power and national
ambition, and the overwhelming obsession with precious metals as the
only secure basis for national solvency, must all be considered as forma-
tive influences. So should the acceptance by the Europeans of the need to
organize an adequate labour-force, and the expedients adopted for that
purpose. In dealing with most of these aspects of the problem it is a
question whether the European situation, over the period, should be
treated initially as a causc of the later development, or should be kept for
later consideration since it was in its turn greatly affected by the impact
of non-European supplics and opportunities. On the whole, there
seemed reason for including in the opening volume chapters on the
aspects of the changing economy and outlook of Europe which are here
included. The problems of agriculture scemed less essentially formative;
for while in gencral terms it is true that agriculture was the major
industry of Europe and that any study of the European economic and
social structure must be based on the agricultural situation, yet it is
difficult to establish any direct relationship between the agricultural
situation and either the urge to seck fresh territories, or the attitudes to-
wards the exploitation of the opportunities given by them. Equally, it
was not until the ninetecnth century, and the development of a steam-
transport system both on land and at sea, that agriculture in Europe was
noticeably affected by overseas production. The diets and the working-
power, as well as the survival-rate, both of the European population
and of overseas peoples, were nevertheless carly affected by the way in
which Europeans transferred seed about the world. So a chapter on this
fascinating subject has been included in this volume, and a chapter on
European agriculture during this period has been deferred to the next
volume.

But neither the arrangement of chapters nor the priority allotted to
one consideration over another can be entirely logical or entirely
defensible. Within the range of the two volumes devoted to the problems
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of the old colonial economic system the order of treatment has necessar-
ily been affected by the inherent difficulties of planning and editing.
Much will have been achieved if the chapters prove interesting and
satisfying in themselves and if, when the two volumes together are
available, they form a factual historical base from which enquiries into
the nature of the world-economy can be launched.

E.E.R.
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CHAPTER I

The Population of Europe from the
Black Death to the Eve of the
Vital Revolution’

1. Introduction

Among historians—as distinguished from administrators and writers
on political arithmetic, both of whom were concerned with the present
rather than the past—interest in demographic data was slow in arising.
As late as 1764 Voltaire found it necessary to admonish his fellow-
historians to pay more attention to questions of population. ‘On exige’,
he wrote in his programmatic article ‘Histoire’ (Dictionnaire philoso-
phique), “des historiens modernes plus de détails, . . . des dates précises,
.. .plusd’attention ila population.’

Few modern historians, presumably, will demur at Voltaire’s in-
junction; but most of us would protest that, in the field of population
at least, his demand for ‘dérails’ and ‘dates précises’ is difficult to meet.
Indeed, the historian who undertakes to trace the demographic develop-
ment of Europe in the early modern period has more than once occasion
to recall Professor Sée’s emphatic disclaimer, ‘Nous n’en savons rien et
nous n’en pouvons rien savoir.’

Even if he does not fully subscribe to this declaration the historian of
early modern population cannot fail to recognize that his task is formid-
able. Admittedly, the period to be covered is no longer innocent of
statistical inquisitiveness. What seems to be the oldest reference to a
count of ‘hearths’ ( focaticum) dates from 1092; and Italian cities, no less
precocious in this respect than in so many others, are known occasionally
to have collected quasi-demographic intelligence as early as the twelfth
and thirteenth centuries. On the eve of the modern era enumerations of
one sort or another had long since ceased to be a novel feature of public
administration, though it was only in sixteenth~century Italy (in Venice,
on the island of Sicily, and a little later in Tuscany) that census-like data
would be gathered as a matter of routine. To the Italian author Luigi
Guicciardini, writing in 1560, frequent population counts apparently
were such a familiar practice of statecraft that he expressed his astonish-
ment about the failure of the city government of Antwerp and the

1 The typescript of this chapter was completed in the autumn of 1955.
1 CEH IV
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2 DEMOGRAPHIC EVIDENCE

territorial authorities of the Low Countries to conduct such enumera-
tions, ‘nisi urgente necessitate’.

But while fiscal, military, religious, and, on occasion, genuinely
demographic interests produced, from an early date, such documents as
enumerations of ‘hearths’, muster returns, lists of ‘people that receyve
the Blessed Communyon’, and, towards the end of the period more and
more frequently, even something like real censuses, these sources as a
rule fail to provide the historian of population with the kind and the mass
of quantitative information that become available to him in the nine-
teenth and twentieth centuries. There is no lack of figures; but almost
all of them require careful scrutiny and some processing before they can
be used. Most of those data have strictly local significance and do not
lend themselves to spatial generalization. Very few of them form time-
series. Some of the figures are even seriously misleading and may have
to be discarded altogether. Another group of fairly ancient sources, the
parish registers of baptisms, marriages, and burials, could, if analysed
systematically, indeed yield much more reliable and detailed demo-
graphic information than tax registers and the like. However, their
exploitation is an exceedingly wearisome business, and has, for this
reason, not yet progressed very far.

Thus the demographic history of that ‘proto-statistical” age requires
that quantitative information be supplemented by circumstantial evi-
dence, as well as by the recorded opinions of contemporaries. But the
use, albeit cautious use, of contemporary estimates based on judgment
and symptomatic evidence rather than on actual counts calls for some
justification. The modern student of social development, accustomed to
scientific methods of weighing, measuring, and counting, instinctively
distrusts assertions about mass phenomena that are not firmly grounded
on numerical evidence. This suspicion is not unfounded.! Man’s in-
ability to appraise large aggregates, a defect that becomes especially
glaring whenever his emotions or interests come into play, has often
been demonstrated; and people in the olden days were notoriously bad
atestimating large magnitudes. However, scepticism must not be carried
too far. Man’s capacity to appraise quantities in terms of ‘more’ or
‘less’, ‘large’ or ‘small’, ‘growing’ or ‘declining’—as distinguished
from his ability to guess at absolute numbers or rates of change—was
probably not much less developed in the sixteenth and seventeenth

1 It must be realized that, prior to the eighteenth century, only few people had access
to the results obtained in official enumerations, since in most countries population data, so
far from being published, were treated as secrets of state by mercantilist governments. See
Roger Mols S.]., Introduction a la démographie historique des villes &’ Europe (Louvain, 1954), I,
197 f. Aslate as 1780 a Swiss clergyman and amateur demographer, J. H. Waser, who had
been rash enough to publish the results of his calculations of the population of the city and
canton of Ziirich, was charged with high treason and executed (ibid., pp. 124 f.).
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VALUE OF CONTEMPORARY OBSERVATIONS 3

centuries than it is now. It would seem that competent contemporary
witnesses were not often mistaken in their appraisal of short-run trends.
(Opinions about the secular trend are frequently influenced by pre-
conceived notions.) Indeed, it can be argued that the specious finality of
figures whose defectiveness remains unrecognized, or for that matter a
faulty analysis of otherwise trustworthy magnitudes, can become
sources of grosser errors than ‘impressionistic’ appraisals of a situation
by well-informed observers. Historians have, perhaps, been unduly
impressed by the failure of Dr Price and others to realize that England’s
population in the second half of the eighteenth century was on the
increase. If such qualified students, so the argument runs, could be mis-
led about the demographic trend, how are we to put any trust in more
casual observations, unsupported by quantitative evidence ? However, it
should be emphasized that those men who maintained that England’s
eighteenth-century population was declining based their opinions not
on symptomatic evidence, but on—faulty—calculations. Indeed, they
must have deliberately discarded whatever symptomatic evidence to the
contrary may have come their way, just because their figures seemed to
support a different conclusion. We would argue, then, that in default of
trustworthy statistics, or together with fragmentary or otherwise de-
fective numerical intelligence, the records of contemporary opinion on
population trends should not be summarily dismissed as unreliable.
On occasion contemporary observers may indeed have been carried
away by their feelings, and become guilty of exaggeration. But they are
not likely to have erred very widely in their general view of a situation.
They cannot often have mistaken prosperity for misery, progress for
decline, demographic growth for depopulation.

For the rest, the student of early demographic history should not
expect too much of sophisticated statistical techniques. Certainly, to
maintain that one can ‘find truth more easily from rough statistics
roughly handled than from rough statistics carefully handled’ is a
logically improper position. But, as the late Professor Greenwood
reminds us, the belief * that, given a sufficiently refined method of investi-
gation, truth can be elicited from any data, however inaccurate or
biased’ is equally untenable. Yet most of our earlier sources are in~
accurate and biased, sometimes grossly so.

We are not speaking here of data which can easily be recognized as
worthless (or nearly so). No demographer surely will be tempted to
press too hard the numbers of able-bodied men returned by the county of
Cambridgeshire in the years 1569, 1573, 1577, and 1588—a neat 1,000
in each case. Nor will he attach much weight to the fouages of Languedoc,
where the ‘hearth’ is known to have become a unit of purely fiscal
significance. But even when one can be reasonably certain that figures
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were not conventional, but based on actual counts, there is ample room
for doubt as to their accuracy or their meaning. As indicated above,
hearth censuses and the like were undertaken, almost invariably, with a
view to securing fiscal or military information, purposes which tended
to vitiate results from the very beginning. Assessment commissioners
and recruiting officers, even if they are honest and conscientious, are not
the best of enumerators. They meet with distrust and local opposition.
Faced with the prospects of new taxes or conscription, people resort to
individual or collective evasion. In regions of isolated hamlets and
widely scattered farmsteads concealment was, of course, particularly
easy. Nor was it at all likely that, even in cases where instructions called
for separate returns of the poor, very strenuous efforts would have been
made to ascertain the exact number of households that were not expected
to contribute anything towards the impost. Society’s flotsam and jetsam,
the gypsies, tinkers, jugglers, beggars, and other vagrants, probably were
never counted at all. Establishments and groups that were taxed separ-
ately, or enjoyed exemption from regular taxation—the households of
noblemen and clergymen, monasteries, the Jewish communities, military
garrisons, the inmates of hospitals, workhouses and gaols—posed special
problems of enumeration; yet our sources do not always reveal the
manner in which they were handled.

Nor are these the only sources of uncertainty. Before ‘hearth’
censuses can be utilized for demographic purposes it becomes necessary in
each case to ascertain, if possible, the exact nature of the units counted:
did such terms as ‘feux’, ‘foyers’, ‘fuochi’, ‘haardsteden’, etc. refer to
physical hearths, to households, or to houses ? Unfortunately, one cannot
always be sure. Yet an answer to this question would be a prerequisite to,
though it would not in itself suffice for, the solution of another and more
fundamental problem, namely that of the coefficient or multiplier. What,
in any given case, was the average number of heads per house (or house-
hold) ? And if, as seems likely, this question admits of an answer only
within an uncomfortably wide margin of etror, is it not advisable to
ponder a further point: to what extent is it possible at all to proceed
from a demography of houscholds or habitations towards demography
proper?

Obviously, there exists a certain correspondence between the number
of houses (or households) and the number of individuals in any given
city or territory; but that correlation need not be a very close one, at any
rate not in the short run. An epidemic might seriously reduce the number
of people without causing any immediate change in the number of
families, let alone of dwellings. Warfare, on the other hand, can be very
destructive of habitations, but need not result in any great loss of life
among the civilian population. Again, an increase in marital fertility or a
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reduction in infant and child mortality would lead to population growth,
but this would not be reflected in a larger number of ‘hearths’ until
twenty or thirty years later. Nor can successive enumerations of urban
dwellings or houscholds be relied upon to reveal temporary demo-
graphic gains or losses resulting from the ebb and flow of migration, in
response to economic opportunity, of unmarried workers: people of
this sort would take up lodgings in existing houses.

Still, major and permanent demographic changes may be expected
to reveal themselves in the trend-values of habitation, if not instantane-
ously at any rate in the long run. It follows that the utilization of hearth-
counts and similar sources, while it does not permit the historian to
form more than tentative ideas about absolute magnitudes, does enable
him, asa rule, to trace the secular demographic dynamics of past societies.
From the viewpoint of economic history the limitations imposed on us
by the nature of our sources, though regrettable, are not decisive. To be
sure, some aspects of demographicstatics, for instance the size and average
distance apart of urban communities, or regional population densities at
a given time, are of considerable interest to the economic historian, if
they can be ascertained. But his main concern is with the reciprocal
impact of demographic and economic changes. To an understanding of
these causal relationships the history of populations in the proto-
statistical age can make a contribution, even though its data may be
fragmentary and for the most part mere approximations.

II. The Black Death and its Aftermath

The appearance in Europe of the Black Death in the years 1347-51
~—probably the greatest single event in the demographic history of the
Middle Ages after the plague of Justinian—had such lasting effects that
it must find a place even in an account that deals with Europe’s popula-
tion in post-medieval times. For the plague, once it had been introduced,
did notdisappear from Europe untilabout 350 yearsafteritsfirst outbreak.
In endemic or epidemic form it continued to exercise a profound in-
fluence both on the long-term average and on short-run fluctuations of
the death-rate. The fact that in some, perhaps in most, European
countries the density of population on the morrow of the medieval
period was still below that of 1300 or 1340 testifies to the secular conse-
quences of that demographic catastrophe in the fourteenth century.

The number of victims claimed by that pandemic will forever remain
unknown. Not even the crude death-rate of the first plague years can be
ascertained; only its order of magnitude may be estimated with some
confidence. The most promising starting point for any such conjecture
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are the results obtained by Professor Josiah Cox Russell from a careful
statistical analysis of English sources. His calculations suggest that the
epidemic wave of 1348-50 caused an initial loss of life of about 20 per
cent. However, it might be well to pause before generalizing from
English experience. For fourteenth~century England was much less
urbanized and generally less densely settled than France, or Italy, or the
western parts of the Holy Roman Empire; and one may presume the
chances of contagion to have been substantially higher in the crowded
villages, towns, and cities of the European heartland.

Prima facie evidence would seem to bear out this expectation. Suffice it
to adduce three pieces of information about death rates in widely different
territories. The author of a will written at Viterbo on the last day of 1348
puts the death toll in the Tuscan parts of the papal states as high as
two-thirds. A South-Tyrolian chronicler asserts that in his parts only
one-sixth of the population survived the pestilential visitation. Another
contemporary source, a charter for the collegiate church of St Peter in
Coimbra (Portugal), states that three-tenths of the city’s inhabitants
were killed off by the plague. These and similar estimates of panic-
stricken witnesses, it is true, must not be pressed too hard. Sull, a good
deal of much better-substantiated intelligence also points to an incidence
of mortality well in excess of 20 per cent.

One must not forget, however, that even some of our best sources of
information need to be handled cautiously. For instance, the monstrous
mortality among the inmates of some continental monasteries can be
matched by English experience. But such figures have to be discounted
rather heavily because of the non-representative nature of the samples.
Data obtained for the incidence of plague mortality among the members
of various city councils, ranging from 27 per cent in Reval (Tallinn) to
as high as 60 per cent or even 75 per cent in Bremen and Montpellier,
suffer from the same statistical bias: aldermen—the word itself testifies
to the fact—were, as a rule, elderly people. A similar bias operates when-
ever tax rolls or terriers are made the basis of computation: heads of
housceholds also constitute an over-aged group. Moreover, information
indicating a decline in the number of taxpayers or manorial tenants in a
given community is not easily interpreted. Vacancies such as are revealed
by mid-fourteenth-century assessment records at Saint-Flour (Haute-
Auvergne), the town of Albi (Languedoc), and in Pongau (Salzburg),
amounting to 40 per cent and upwards, may indeed have been caused by
a high incidence of mortality in those places and regions; but they may
also have been due, at least partially, to post-plague emigration.

However, there do exist a few contemporary sources not subject to
the same qualifications. We have that unique parish register of Givry in
Burgundy, which permits a comparison between the annual number of
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deaths in the decade and a half prior to the Black Death, and that in 1348.
We also possess a remarkably detailed count of plague victims in 1350
in the city of Bremen. Both these documents suggest a death toll of no
less than 40 or 50 per cent. Data obtained for some other towns and cities
on the European continent (e.g. Siena, Florence, Palermo, Hamburg),
though less well substantiated than those for Givry and Bremen, also
point to a very high incidence of mortality, sometimes well in excess of
one-half of the total population.

The evidence submitted so far is reasonably consistent, and would
seem to confirm the impression that plague mortality in continental
Europe was indeed substantially higher than 20 per cent, the figure com-
puted for England by Professor Russell. But a few isolated pieces of
quantitative information are obviously insufficient for general con-
clusions. For one thing, most of our figures refer to urban or semi-urban
populations; average mortality in the countryside may well have been
considerably lower. However, one should not be too dogmatic about
this point either. The ravages of the Black Death in rural Scandinavia
and in the sparsely settled mountain regions of Salzburg seem to have
been at least as frightful as those inflicted upon the inhabitants of neigh-
bouring cities; and a curious document from Languedoc affirms in so
many words that the plague sought its victims chiefly among rural folk,
*potissime cultorum et agricolarum’. Furthermore, there are strong indica-
tions that Pasteurella pestis was capable of behaving in a surprisingly
erratic fashion. Within the same region the percentage of plague victims
seems to have varied widely from place to place.

Such discrepancies may have been due, in some cases, to the coexist-
ence of two different forms of plague, the bubonic and the pneumonic.
(A third variant, septicaemic plague, is rare.) The former requires for its
diffusion an insect carrier, the flea;! yet it appears to spread much more
readily than the latter, which, though highly infectious in its primary
form, is transmitted only from person to person by coughingand
sneezing. Pneumonic plague, on the other hand, is a much more deadly
disease; it is almost invariably fatal, while bubonic plague gives the
patient a chance to recover. The prevalence in different districts of the
one or the other variant might suffice to account for the breadth of
regional variations in the death-rate.

However, this hypothesis can hardly explain why certain places and

¥ While the human flea. (Pullex irritans) seems to be a less important vector of plague
nowadays than a certain species of rat flea (Xenopsylla cheopis)—see L. Fabian Hirst, The
Conguest of Plague (Oxford, 1953), pp. 236 ff.—it may have played a more significant part
in medieval and early modern Europe as an agent of infection. See Ernst Rodenwaldt,
*Pest in Venedig 1575-1577. Ein Beitrag zur Frage der Infektkette bei den Pestepidemien
West-Europas’, Sitzungsbericht der Heidelberger Akademie der Wissenschaften, Mathe-
matisch-naturwissenschaftliche Klasse, Jahrg. 1952, 2. Abhandlung, 218 ff.
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areas should have remained nearly or altogether free from infection. Of
course, it is quite conceivable that the plague passed by a few remote
districts or habitations, whose isolation would protect them against
epidemics, This may have been the case with a French seigniory in the
Forez region (west of Lyons), whose terrier, compiled less than five years
after the first attack of the pestilence, lists only one single vacant hold-
ing in a total of more than 300. But we have at least one report accord-
ing to which one of the foremost commercial and industrial centres of
medieval Italy, the city of Milan, together witha few other, though much
smaller, towns in Lombardy (e.g. Parma and Valletidone, near Piacenza),
remained miraculously free from the plague in 1348, or were touched
only lightly. Until recently claims of this sort would receive scant
credence. It appeared exceedingly unlikely that a pandemic which is
known to have raged from Portugal to Poland, and from Sicily to
Sweden should have allowed any significant pockets to go scot-free:
However, new evidence submitted by Professor Hans van Werveke and
other scholars suggests that such was indeed the case.! It now appears
likely that a sizeable section of the southern Low Countries, including
such populous and much-frequented cities as Louvain and Ghent—the
latter, with its 50,000 to 60,000 inhabitants was the largest city after Paris
in cismontane Europe—remained virtually untouched by the Black
Death. The city of Ypres, while it did not escape the visitation altogether,
seems to have suffered only moderately. Professor van Werveke’s argu-
ments may be supported by the fact that some Belgian municipalities, if
they did not actually experience a population increase after the middle of
the fourteenth century, seem to have at least anticipated an upward
movement in a not too distant future. How else can one account for the
fact that the burghers of Louvain should have decided, in 1357, to begin
the construction of a new city wall which, when finished, enclosed an
area three times the previoussize ? That same year saw the start of work
on greatly enlarged lines of urban fortifications at Brussels and Namur.
The town of Tirlemont in Brabant, a few years later, also undertook an
extension of its ramparts.

In view of the surprising spottiness of the plague map, and keeping in
mind the order of magnitude of vital losses sustained by European cities
during some of the worst epidemics of the sixtcenth and seventeenth
centuries, one hesitates to raise the estimate of Europe’s population-loss

T Van Werveke’s views have been criticized, but only partly invalidated, by P. Rogghé,
‘De Zwarte Dood in de Zuidelijke Nederlanden’, Revue Belge de Philologie et d’Histoire
(1952), XXX, 834, 837. Other instances of striking local variations of the death-rate are
cited for the Bordelais by Robert Boutruche, La crise d’une société: Seigneurs et paysans du
Bordelais pendant la Guerre de Cent Ans (Paris, 1947), p. 199, and for Salzburg by Herbert
Klein, ‘Das Grosse Sterben von 1348/49 und seine Auswirkung auf die Besiedlung der
Ostalpenlinder’, Mitteilungen der Gesellschaft fiir Salzburger Landeskunde (1960), c, 91 ff.
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in 1347-51 much above the figure of 25 per cent, suggested more than a
hundred years ago by J. F. C. Hecker in his pioneer work on the Black
Death of the fourteenth century.

But while the initial impact of the great pestilence appears to have been
somewhat milder than was assumed at one time, its demographic after-
math was probably more serious than is generally realized. To be sure,
the recuperative powers of the social organism became operative at once.
As the church registers of Givry and other sources demonstrate, there
was the usual spate of weddings upon cessation of the epidemic. Widows
and widowers were finding themselves new helpmates, and—still more
important for boosting the birthrate—young people were getting
married earlier than was customary, when they found themselves un-
expectedly in possession of an inheritance which made it possible and
perhaps even indispensable for them to start a family, e.g. upon taking
over a craftshop or an agricultural holding. Contemporary references to
an abnormal fecundity of women after the plague must of course be
discounted ;* but observations of this sort are not without value for the
historian: they reflect, even if they naively misinterpret, some palpable
evidence of speedy demographic recovery.

In this connection attention should be drawn once more to civic
undertakings which, if they were not actually necessitated by over-
crowding, must at least have been motivated by expectations of further
population growth. There is the case of the French town of Rodez
(Aquitaine), whose consuls, referring to the reconstruction on an
extended scale of its walls, stated explicitly that the work had been
decided upon ‘cum loca ipsa fuissent ampliora et municipibus et incolis
aucmentata’. These words were written in 1358, only a decade or so
after the cessation of the pestilence. It is, of course, conceivable that
Rodez, like those Flemish and Brabantine towns mentioned earlier, had
been spared by the Black Death. But what about Paris and Basle ? They
are known to have been hit rather hard by the epidemic; yet by 1359
and 1361 both these cities are busy enlarging their ancient ramparts. It
might be objected that their actions may have been inspired by military
rather than demographic considerations. Indeed we know that in some

1 Or do those observations contain a kernel of truth after all ? If, as seems likely, the
average length of the lactation period is, in the absence of birth control, directly related to
what French demographers call les intervalles intergénésiques (i.e. the intervals between
births), epidemnics would, other things being equal, indeed have been followed by brief
periods of slightly increased birth rates. For both widespread illness among nursing
mothers and higher infant mortality would result in a shortening of the average duration
of lactation, and thus cause the averages of the intervals between births to diminish
temporarily. The operation of yet another chain of physiological causation tended to
produce the same effect. Since disease often leads to abortion, and miscarriage is known to
increase the probability of rapid conception, there must have occurred a slight shortening
of the intervalles intergénésiques after epidemics.

Cambridge Histories Online © Cambridge University Press, 2008



I0 RENEWED EPIDEMICS

cases city walls were extended, not with a view to creating space for new
houses, but in order to provide protection for already existing suburbs,
or else for the purpose of including within the fortifications open land
on which some food or livestock could be raised during a siege. But
even ifsuch had been the primary objective of the authorities in question,
the fact that they decided to start work on new walls at that very moment
nevertheless betrays a modicum of optimism about the demographic
situation. For, although operations of this kind usually proceeded at a
leisurely pace and did not therefore require a very large labour force at
any given time, the city fathers must at least have been confident that
they would be able to hire the necessary hands at reasonable wage rates
in the foreseeable future. The decision taken by a number of German
cities soon after the plague of 1348-9 to start work on large cathedrals,
though probably inspired by religious rather than demographic motives,
must have been supported by similar expectations. Apparently labour
shortages and high wages were regarded as merely temporary dis-
locations, soon to be overcome by immigration and natural increase. As
a matter of fact, English evidence suggests a slight check on wages in the
thirteen-fifties. All in all, there seem to have been elements of hopeful-
ness in the demographic picture as it presented itself to people in the first
decade after the Black Death.

But whatever instantaneous recovery there may have been in the years
following the catastrophe was fated to be shortlived. For the plague,
though it had spent some of its pandemic power in the first attack,
returned with great vehemence in 1360-1, and many times thereafter.
In these subsequent outbreaks the disease is known to have visited with
particular fury age-classes that had not been exposed to previous
attacks, as well as social groups and regions which it had formerly
spared or touched only lightly. Such, for instance, seems to have been the
fate of Milan in 1361 and of the Southern Netherlands in 1400-1. Having
once made its appearance in a given area, the pestilence would linger on
for many decades, lying dormant in one place and flaring up in another;
and while it is true that some of these later outbreaks were only local or
regional, and on the whole somewhat less severe than the first visita-
tion, the harvest of death must have been heavy throughout the second
half of the fourteenth and the better part of the fifteenth century, since
epidemic sickness was frequently aggravated by dearth and even famine.
Crowd diseases, if not actually engendered by food shortages—mal-
nutrition, by lowering people’s resistance, caused endemic infections to
spread—were often accompanied or followed by subsistence crises, as
agricultural operations were delayed or restricted by lack of manpower,
and trade and transport suffered from dislocation during epidemic
outbreaks. Between epidemics, the death-rate may indeed have tended
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to fall below normal, seeing that many weak, sickly, and eldetly people,
who would have died before very long anyway, must have succumbed
to the infection, thus leaving a population with a higher mean expecta-
tion of life. But there is some evidence that any such tendency was at
least partly offset by other factors. Persons who had contracted the
plague and survived, while they undoubtedly acquired a high degree of
immunity against this particular disease, may have remained perman-
ently enfeebled, and susceptible to other maladies, so that their life
expectancy would be diminished.

Nor apparently was the birth-rate in this period high enough to out-
weigh the potent forces of death; for the age distribution in the last
quarter of the fourteenth century was unfavourable to reproduction.
While the plague of 134751 seems to have been particularly fatal to
people past middle age—at any rate in England—some of the subsequent
epidemics, especially that of 1360-1, appear to have affected chiefly the
young. An English source speaks of that second outbreak as the ‘ mortalité
des enfauntz’, and the same age-specific mortality is reported from
Provence and Poland. The creation of ‘hollow’ age~classes among the
young must have had a depressing effect on the birth-rate in the follow-
ing decades. Other factors which must have influenced the birth-rate
adversely are directly related to the physiological effects of serious ill-
ness on fertility. It is more than likely that the number of conceptions
was sharply reduced during each of the numerous spells of epidemic
sickness,’ and many a pregnancy must have terminated prematurely as
a result of the woman’s febrile condition.

It is exceedingly unlikely that in these circumstances sustained demo-
graphic recovery would occur at all quickly. On the contrary, all the
available evidence suggests that the initial loss of life, so far from being
compensated by natural growth, was followed in most countries of
Europe by a further drastic and prolonged decline of population after
1360 and 1370. Even in those regions where the recuperative powers of
the race appear to have operated somewhat more successfully, growth
was often thwarted decisively in the course of the fifteenth century.

Without displaying in detail all the quantitative information assembled
by Karl Julius Beloch and others, we may state that Italy, a country
which seems to have suffered as grievously as other parts of Europe from
recurrent plagues in the later Middle Ages, was slow to recover from the
Black Death. True, certain rural districts in Lombardy and Emilia,
judging from the appearance in those parts of a host of new hamlets in

1 Apart from physiological factors, the belief that sexual incontinence weakened man’s
organism, and made it more susceptible to contagion may have acted as a deterrent to
intercourse.
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12 DOMESTIC SLAVERY IN ITALY

the fifteenth century, seem to have achieved demographic gains. So did
some urban communities that were favoured by special circumstances;
Padua, for instance, just about doubled her population between 14302and
1490. But in other regions, and above all in most of the cities for which
there are figures, the population, if it did not actually decline, appears to
have remained stationary. The annual mean of baptisms in the city of
Siena, for instance, was approximately the same at the end of the
fifteenth century as it had been in the 1380’s. Parma is reported to have
lost about half its population between 1395 and 1421, but seems to have
rallied again before the end of the fifteenth century. The city of Bologna,
which numbered 40,000~50,000 inhabitants in 1371, may have gained a
few thousands by 1496, but the population of its contado does not seem
to have increased between 1396 and 1495. Pavia was not even able to
hold its own: the city, having declined from 20,000 to 16,000 between
1250 and 1480, lost another 5,000 people in the course of a violent
epidemic in 1485. Rough estimates of the number of Sicilian hearths in
1277 and 1501 respectively would suggest that the island was no more
densely settled at the end of the Middle Ages than in the thirteenth
century. In the kingdom of Naples the sum total of ‘taxed hearths’
( fuochi tassati), having remained about stationary between 1448 and 1475,
1s reported to have declined from 232,000 to 215,000 in the following
decade, probably in consequence of a severe cpidemic which decimated
the population in the years 1477-9.

Circumstantial evidence agrees well with these data. The recrudes-
cence of domestic slavery in the cities of late medieval Italy—in Florence
importation of pagan slaves was authorized in 1366—Dbetokens a chronic
labour shortage which was undoubtedly occasioned by the Black Death
and its aftermath.

The demographic history of medieval Spain is still largely terra
incognita. Two isolated figures, offered for what they are worth, show a
very sharp decline—from 1,347in 1248 to 616 in 1495—in the number of
hearths in the city of Huesca (Aragon). A similar, if much less drastic,
downward trend is revealed by two fourteenth-century records of
Catalonia. They indicate that the number of foc/is (hearths) in the city of
Barcelona, no doubt already depleted by the Black Death, diminished
from 7,651 to 7,295 between 1359 and 1378, while the province as a
whole experienced a drop from about 81,000 to about 78,000 hearths
during that same period.!

Demographic recovery seems to have set in about the middle of the
fifteenth century, at any rate in some parts. Thus in Aragon the number
of hearths increased from 42,683 to 50,391 between 1429 and 1495; and

! Some oblique references to late-medieval Wiistungen (cf. p. 14) in New Castile are
discussed below, p. 28.
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the movement of prices in Valencia and Navarre also suggests population
growth in that period. However, the demographic record of late-
medieval Spain, sketchy as it is, is not without its discrepancies. The
shrinkage of Barcelona appears to have continued in the second half of
the fifteenth century: by 1515 only 6,432 fochs were counted in the
Catalan city.

Of Portugal’s population in the later Middle Ages little is known
beyond the fact that, having sustained heavy losses from the Black Death
in 1348, it was further reduced by a disastrous earthquake in 1355, as
well as by a succession of epidemics.

As far as England is concerned, there can be little doubt that the trend
of population was still sharply downward in the sixties and seventies of
the fourteenth century; and though the rate of decline appears to have
diminished substantially during the last quarter of the century, the
population by 1400 may have shrunk to little more than half its size in
1348, or, if Professor Russell’s estimate be accepted, to something like
2:1 millions. After the turn of the century this secular decline seems to
have stopped;; indeed, if the evidence of cultivated areas and that of wages
can be relied upon accurately to reflect demographic trends, the second
and third decades of the fifteenth century must have been years of slight
recovery. But the late 1430’s—years of plague and subsistence crises
throughout Western and Central Europe—brought severe food short-
ages and renewed epidemic outbreaks; and in the following two decades
rising wages both in the industrial and the agrarian sectors of the
economy once again indicate a growing scarcity of labour. All in all
there is little to suggest any sustained population increase in England
before 1450 or even 1470.

In France, a country ravaged by the Hundred Years War, the Jacquerie,
the internecine struggles of the Burgundian and Armagnac factions, and
the depredations of the ubiquitous routier, conditions must have been
even less favourable for demographic recovery. Vivid descriptions by
contemporary observers of the country’s utter desolation in the fifteenth
century—their echo rings in the lines spoken by the duke of Burgundy
in Shakespeare’s Henry V—cannot be dismissed as thetorical exaggera-
tions. These plaintive accounts as well as numerous specific statements
about local distress, contained in petitions for tax relief, are substantially
confirmed by the quantitative evidence which modern historians have
distilled from unimpeachable documentary sources. We know for
instance that the population of Toulouse, which numbered more than
30,000 souls in 1335 and about 26,000 in 138s, fell to about 20,000 by
1450. Other sources testify to large numbers of vacant peasant holdings
and a corresponding drop in seigniorial revenues. The downward trend
of the rents which the abbey of Saint-Germain-des-Prés found it possible
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to charge its tenants is perhaps the most eloquent instance of a universal
phenomenon. Though rental payments are a function of more than one
variable, their persistent and drastic decline from an average of 84 deniers
per arpent in the period from 1360-1400 to 56 deniers in 1422-61, and
31 deniers in 1461-83 would seem to provide prima facie evidence of a
continuous drop in population.® Its outward manifestations—derelict
ploughland and vineyards, tumbledown houses and deserted villages—
were of course most spectacular in regions which had borne the brunt of
conquest and reconquest. Not every province can have suffered as badly
as Normandy, where 221 parishes are found to have lost 40 per cent of
their members between the thirteenth and the end of the fifteenth
century. But even districts that were not directly exposed to devastation
can be shown to have undergone progressive depopulation throughout
the second half of the fourteenth and the first half of the fifteenth
century. Such, for instance, was the case in the sub-alpine district of
Oisans (south of Grenoble), where the number of homesteads, after an
initial decline of 46 per cent in the period from 1339 to 1428, diminished
by another 24 per cent between 1428 and 1446, and once again by 22 per
cent in the years 1446-50. How much of this accclerated drop was due to
internal migration towards depopulated areas it is impossible to tell.
All we know is that such movements (as well as immigration from Spain,
Italy and the Empire) did take place on a considerable scale, in some
cases as early as the latter part of the fourteenth century, but more fre-
quently after the end of the Hundred Years War. The Bordelais was still
receiving immigrants from other parts of France in the early years of the
sixteenth century.

‘ Wiistungen’—i.e. the recession of settlements, often enough cul-
minating in the disappearance of entire villages (‘ Ortswiistungen’), and
almost invariably accompanied by a more or less drastic shrinkage of the
cultivated area (' Flurwiistungen’)—are also the most striking symptoms
ofa secular decline of population during late-medieval times in Germany
and in Scandinavia. Almost without exception that shrinking process,
which in some areas becomes noticeable even before the middle of the
fourteenth century, continues long after the Black Death. Indeed, in
quite a few cases (Brandenburg, Denmark, Norway) it appears to have
gained considerable momentum only after 1370—further proof that in
most countries the trend of population was still downward in the last
decades of the fourteenth and the first half of the fifteenth century. In
the colonial areas of eastern Germany the process of shrinkage did not

1If these rents were measured in weights of silver they would be seen to have fallen
even more steeply, since the intrinsic value of the livre tournois was gradually lowered to
about 509, of its original standard between 1343 and 1500. See E. Perroy, ‘Wage Labour
in France in the Later Middle Ages’, Economic History Review, 2nd ser., v, 233.
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come to a halt before 1500. As late as 1525, 24 per cent of 332 villages
belonging to the bishopric of Ermland were totally deserted. Of their
10,944 hufen 5,163 (or 47 per cent) were still vacant at that time.

Farms and fields were not abandoned at random, however. In
Germany as elsewhere! it was chiefly marginal lands whose cultivation
was given up, often soils that had been won for the plough only in
fairly recent times. Morcover, recession of settlement was a selective
process with regard to the size of holdings. The percentage of small
holdings abandoned in the course of the later Middle Ages appears to
have been much higher than that of full-sized farms.

To some extent rural depopulation may have been the result of
migrations from the countryside to the towns. After every major
epidemic, urban communities, despairing of their ability to replenish
their ranks by natural increase alone, would liberalize their immigration
policies. Admittance to the craft guilds and acquisition of the franchise
were made easier for a while. In several cases guilds, or at any rate com-
pulsory guild membership, were abolished altogether by central or
municipal authorities. But even though German towns and cities
invariably received substantial numbers of newcomers in post-plague
years, the great majority of them seem to have been barely able to hold
their own demographically. There were exceptions, no doubt; it is
difficult to believe that such thriving communities as Augsburg or
Niimberg should not have increased their populations in the fifteenth
century. But almost all the available figures (Frankfurt-am-Main, Ulm,
Liibeck, Butzbach, Miihlhausen) suggest demographic stagnation and
even some retrogression. It has been estimated that Germany’s urban
population, already drastically reduced by the Black Death and the
epidemic cutbreaks in the 1360’s, declined by another 15 or 20 per cent
from 1370 to 1470.

The demographic histories of Germany’s neighbours to the south-west
and north-west, Switzerland and the Low Countries, are relatively well
documented for the later Middle Ages. What is more, many of the
available sources have been published and carefully analysed. These
materials—the visitation reports of the bishoprics of Lausanne and
Geneva, the tax records of the cities of Ziirich and Basle with their
dependent territories, the censuses of Freiburg-im—Uchtland and those
of Ypres, the long series of reliable hearth counts in the Duchies of
Brabant and Hainault, together with various supplementary sources—
confirm the views advanced on the previous pages. Indeed, Switzerland
and the Low Countries conform remarkably well to most of the other
European countries in giving no evidence of sustained population

1 For England see Maurice Beresford, The Lost Villages of England (London, 1954), esp.
chaps. viand vir.
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growth for a hundred years or more after the Black Death; rather the
demographic trend was downward, atany rateduring partof thefifteenth
century. (Our knowledge of the fourtcenth century is too fragmentary,
and the evidence too conflicting, to permit generalization.)

In nearly every case where decline becomes observable, specific
historical circumstances can be cited which may have produced that
result. The decrease in the number of ‘hearths’ in the western half of
Switzerland, revealed by the visitation reports of the bishoprics of
Lausanne (1416 and 1453) and Geneva (1411 and 1481) can be attributed
to the disintegration of the Savoyard state, the Burgundian Wars, and
to other military struggles. The population of the city of Ziirich, which
had fluctuated between about 5,000 and about 6,500 inhabitants during
the preceding ninety years, tumbled to less than 4,000 after 1440 and did
not regain its former strength before the second quarter of the sixteenth
century. It is generally assumed that the so-called Old Ziirich War was
responsible for that decline. The year 1440 also marks a turning-point
in the demographic history of Basle. This city had enjoyed a state of
high economic prosperity during the first four decades of the fifteenth
century. By 1429 its population had reached nearly 10,000, only to
receive a further boost after 1431, when the meeting of the great Church
Council brought a large influx of temporary residents. But in 1440 the
city-state of Basle became involved in hostilitics which culminated, in
1444, in the disastrous St Jakob’s War; and in 1449 the Council dis-
banded. In these circumstances the evidence of the poll-tax lists of 1454
doesnotcome asasurprise: theyreveal a sharp drop in numbers, to some-
thing like 8,000; and as in Ziirich, it was not until after the turn of the
century that the loss was made up. Like Basle, the city of Freiburg-im-
Uchtland was favoured by economic circumstances in the first decades
of the fifteenth century. Its population had risen from 3,000 to over
5,000 between 1379 and 1444. After this date, however, there is nothing
to indicate further growth. The disturbances referred to above seem to
have crippled Freiburg no less than other Swiss towns and territories.

Turning from the alpine regions to the north~western plains of Europe
the student of late-medicval populations does not become aware of any
striking change in the demographic scene. To be sure, the Low Countries
were, of course, on the whole much more denscly settled than mountain-
ous Switzetland. The Duchy of Brabant, covering an area of some 10,000
square kilometres, was inhabited, in 1374, by 300,000 to 400,000 people,
while western Switzerland (the country between Lake Geneva and the
Aare river), an area of about 8,500 square kilometres, numbered only
about 140,000 to 145,000 inhabitants at the beginning of the fifteenth
century. The mean density of population in Brabant, then, was just
about twice that of western Switzerland (35 as against 17 persons per
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square kilometre). But the demographic trends were about the same in
both countrics.

The best and also the most spectacular instance of secular population
shrinkage in the Low Countries is furnished by Ypres. A city which may
have numbered 30,000-40,000 inhabitants about the year 1300, and
whose burghers would proudly compare their community with Paris,
Rome, and Constantinople, is found to have been reduced to only
slightly more than 10,700 souls by 1412; and her decline continued,
albeit at a slower rate, throughout the fifteenth century. But Ypres’s
may have been a special case. The hapless city is known to have under-
gone a long siege in 1382, during which she was forced to put the torch
to her suburbs. What is more, Ypres suffered from a progressive decay
of her woollen manufacture, This adverse development, which was no
doubt mainly responsible for the spectacular decline of her population,
had no parallel in the other two big cities of Flanders; for Ghent and
Bruges managed to prevent the rise of a competing rural cloth industry,
while Ypres, less successful in that respect than her rivals, had to watch
an exodus of her main trades to the countryside. Thus the loss of popula-
tion sustained by Ypres may well have been compensated, or perhaps
even more than compensated, by demographic growth in the villages of
southwestern Flanders.

How mislcading it could be to form hasty generalizations on the basis
of isolated urban evidence may be demonstrated by a brief reference to
Antwerp, whose meteoric rise in the fifteenth century contrasts so
sharply with the decay of Ypres in that same period. While Ypres’s
population declined from 9,400 in 1437 to 7,600 in 1491, that of the
Brabantine city, judging from the number of its dwellings, increased by
leaps and bounds: 3,440 ‘hearths’ were counted at Antwerpin1437,and
6,586 in 1496.! However, Antwerp’s demographic development in the
fifteenth century was even less typical than that of Ypres. The general
picture of the Low Countries which emerges from a scrutiny of the
Brabantine hearth censuses and similar sources is certainly not one of
growth, but of secular standstill or decline. True, there is some evidence
of demographic gains in certain parts of Brabant between 1374 and
1437; but during the remainder of the fifteenth century the trend was
downward. In the Duchy of Hainault the total of rural hearths counted
in 1468—9 was lower than the number returned in 1365; and this decline
continued in the following decade. Similar, if much less complete and
reliable, enumerations conducted in the Counties of Flanders and

! Both these figures refer to inhabited houses, inclusive of suburban habitations; though
the sources usually speak of enumerations of ‘hearths’, the practice followed both in
Brabant and Flanders (and probably also in Hainault and Holland) was to count the houses
in the different communities.

2 CEHIV
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ENUMERATIONS IN THE LOW COUNTRIES
Holland in the second half of the fifteenth century also indicate a highly

vulnerable condition of the social organism.

Table 1. Duchy of Brabant

v Number of Percentage change over Annual percentage
ear Sy preceding year for which|  change in each
inhabited houses | % 200 : .

information is available interval

1437-38 92,738

1464 91,957 —o8 —003

1473* 85,527 -70 —078

1480 86,483 +11 +0°16

1496 75,343 —12'9 —o'81

* The year given in Cuvelier’s edition (1472) is erroneous. See Jules Vannérus,
‘Dénombrements luxembourgeois du quinziéme sidcle (1472-1482)", Bulletin de la
Commission Royale d’Histoire (Académie Royale de Belgique), cvi, 241, fn. 1.

Source: Joseph Cuvelier, Les dénombrements de foyers en Brabant (XIVe-XV I siécle)
(Brussels, 1912).

Table 2. County of Flanders (Three Chdtellenies)

Y Number of Percentage change over | Annual percentage

ear houses Ercccdmg year for which cha.l.lgc in each
information is available interval

1469 9,447

Before 1477* 11,572 +225 +32

1485 8,321 — 281 o

* Based on information given in 1485.
SOURCE: J. de Smet, ‘Les dénombrements des foyers en Flandres en 1469°, Bulletin de
la Commission Royale &’ Histoire (Académie Royale de Belgique), xcix, 105 f.

Table 3. County of Holland (Rural Communities)

Percentage change over

Number of . . Annual percentage
Year ‘hearths’ Brccedmg year for ‘.NhICh change 11;1 intc:l%l
information is available
1477 23,713
1494 19,011 —19°8 —12

Source: Quoted by Catlo Cipolla, Jean Dhont, M. M. Postan, and Philippe Wolf,
IXe Congrés International des Sciences Historiques, 1: Rapports (Paris, 1950), 62.
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There can be little doubt that these sharp fluctuations in the figures of
houses exaggerate, perhaps grossly so, the magnitude of demographic
changes. It should be remembered thatthe majority of rural and suburban
dwellings were yet mere hovels, flimsy structures, which were easily
wiped out in times of war and quickly rebuilt after the return of peace.
(Habitations behind the shelter of city walls usually escaped destruction
from hostile bands, but every so often many of them were razed to the
ground by great accidental conflagrations. However, such local catas-
trophes, while they could and did affect individual returns, were hardly
of any significance for the totals.) What these figures reflect, then, are
the varying conditions of security and socio-economic prosperity. But
is it likely that adverse circumstances of a general nature, which caused
the number of houses to remain virtually stationary over long periods,
as well as grave calamities, which on at least two occasions caused that
number to decline sharply within a few years, would not have seriously
interfered with population growth ? No matter how heavily one wishes
to discount the symptomatic evidence of habitation records, the con-
clusion seems inescapable that the general late-medieval pattern of
secular demographic stagnation was repeated in the Low Countries.

Asin the cases of France and Switzerland, it is possible to name specific
historical events which may be held accountable for what must have been
—unless the evidence of hearth counts is entirely misleading—phases
of population decline in the fifteenth-century Low Countries. The
pronounced downward trend in the duchy of Brabant during the
1480’s, for instance, was undoubtedly occasioned by the grave disorders
which followed upon the death of Mary of Burgundy in 1482. The
drastic decline in the number of hearths in Flanders between 1477 and
1485 is explicitly attributed by one contemporary source to the war
between Maximilian of Austria and Louis XI of France.

However, even though he may be quite successful in his search for
proximate causes of regional population decline or stagnation, the
demographic historian must remain vaguely dissatisfied with these
explanations. The observed patterns are too consistent in time and space
not to invite speculations about more general forces which, acting in the
same direction as those specific factors, may have helped to check
population growth in the later Middle Ages. One of the universal and
long-run influences—and this the most powerful one—which must
have had a depressing effect on demographic trends in that period has
been mentioned already: the high mortality engendered by the pre-
valence of endemic and epidemic plague and other diseases. But then, the
sixteenth century was not exactly a healthy period either (nor, for that
matter, a very peaceful one); yet, as will be seen presently, it managed to
achieve a remarkable rate of population increase in most European
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countries. Indeed, it is only by contrasting the demographic depression
of the late-medieval with the lusty growth of the following period that
the phenomenon in question can be viewed in its proper perspective.
For this reason, before an attempt is made to form hypotheses about the
causes of that secular standstill the evidence for the subsequent upswing
will be presented in some detail.

III. Demographic Recovery and Advance

The optimistic notion, propounded by David Hume and accepted as
true by many later writers on population, that societies invariably
recover from the ravages of even the severest epidemics within a
generation or two, while it conforms to the experience of the eighteenth
century, is not supported by the evidence of demographic trends in late-
medieval Europe. On the whole, as has been demonstrated, sustained
recovery—as distinguished from brief and uncertain spells of advance—
was long delayed. Yet when it did set in it wasapparently decisive, and
in very many cases its momentum tended to carry the population quickly
back to and even beyond the level attained in the first half of the
fourteenth century.

However, enumerations in this crucial period are still, for the most
part, widely and irregularly spaced; and while they may leave little
doubt that a demographic upswing was under way, they fail to show for
how long the process had been going on. Thus, in the absence of time-
series, it is rarely possible to ascertain with any accuracy the turning
point for a given territory. Typically, the secular upward movement
seems to have started soon after 1450; though as late as the last quarter of
the fifteenth century, as has been scen above, recovery was retarded in
certain regions, and even reversed temporarily by specific factors. How-
ever, after 1500 evidence of sustained demographic growth becomes
overwhelming in all countries. Indeed, quite apart from the spectacular
metropolitan development of the early modern period—a phenomenon
to be discussed later—uncommonly high rates of territorial population
increase are indicated wherever censuses of ‘souls’ or ‘hearths’, or similar
sources provide some basis for computation. Tables 4-13 give some
instances from different parts of Europe.

These data—a mere sample taken from a much larger body of quanti-
tative information—are of unequal value. It is probable, indeed it is
almost certain, that some at least of these steeply rising figures reflect,
not so much phenomenal rates of growth, as mounting fiscal pressure or
substantial improvements in the methods of enumeration. Certainly, no
demographic historian will accept at their face value data like those
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Table 4. Kingdom of Naples (without the city of Naples)

. Number of Percentage change over the | Annual percentage
ear taxed hearths preceding year for which change in
information is available each interval
1487 215,127 -
1501 254,380 + 182 +13
150$ 254,823 +o00 + 00
1507 267,324 +49 +2'5
1510 263,510 —14* —048
1514 261,377 —o0-82% —020
1518 262,345 +037 +0°09
1532 315,990 +204 +15
1535 343,849 +8-8 +2'9
1541 335,395 —2-5* —0'40
1545 422,080 +19°9 + 50
1553 425,837 +0'89 + o1
1559 470,589 +10°§ +18
1561 481,345 +23 +11
1562 482,301 +o0'19 +0'19
1565 485,522 + 067 + 022
1573 487,378 +o38 +005
1595 540,090 +10°8 +049

* Decline in the second and at the beginning of the fifth decade seems to be attribut-
able to expulsions of the Jews which occurred in 1510 and again about 1540.
Source: Giuseppe Coniglio, Il regno di Napoli al tempo di Carlo V (Naples, 1951), 152.

Table 5. Sicily (without Palermo and Messina, and exclusive of the clergy and
indigent people)

Percentage change over |  Annual per-
Year Number of | Number of | the preceding year for | centage change
hearths inhabitants | which informationis | in each interval

available (inhabitants) (inhabitants)

1501 123,662*% 502,761%

1548 152,989 671,560 +363* +077
1570 196,089 788,362 +14°8 + 067
1583 194,268 801,401 + 16 4 o001
1607 203,400 831,044 +37 +oor

* The census of 1501, unlike the following enumerations, included the island of
Malta, which at that time numbered approximately 10,000 people. The percentage
increase between 1501 and 1548 has been computed on the assumption that Sicily
proper had 492,761 inhabitants in 1501.

Source: Karl Julius Beloch, Bevélkerungsgeschichte Italiens, 1, 117.
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Table 6. Sardinia
. Number of | Percentage change over the| Annual percentage
ear preceding year for which change in the
hearths . RN . .
information is available interval
1485 26,263
1603 66,669 +1539 +13

Source: Francesco Corridore, Storia documentata della popolazione di Sardegna
(1479-1901), 2nd ed. (Turin, 1902), 87 and o1.

Table 7. Spain (Castile)

Number of heads | Percentage change over the| Annual percentage
Year of families preceding year for which change in the
(vecinos) information is available interval
1541 1,179,303*
1594 1,340,320 +137 +027

* A substantially lower figure (889,440) is quoted by Fernand Braudel, La Méditer-
rande et le Monde Méditerranéen & U'époque de Philippe II (Paris, 1049), 355.

Source: Albert Girard, ‘Le chiffre de la population de I'Espagne dans les temps
modernes’, Revue d’Histoire Moderne, 1 (1928), 426.

Table 8. Spain (Navarre)

v Number of heads of
car families (vecinos)

1553 30,833 (clergy omitted)

1587 41,901 (clergy included)

Source: Albert Girard, op. cit., p. 433.

Table 9. Spain (Aragon)

Number of heads |Percentage change over the} Annual percentage
Year of families preceding year for which change in
(vecinos) information is available the interval
1495 50,391
1603 70,984 +409 +o04

Source: Albert Girard, op. cit., p. 432.
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Table 10. Portugal

Percentage change over the
Year Number of hearths preceding year for which
information is available

temp. Alphonso V (regnabat
1448-81) 252,261
1527-32 278,468 + 104

Sourck: J. T. Montalvio Machado, ‘A populagio portuguesa através da Histéria,
Jornal do Médico, xv1(1950), 473-6.

Table 11. Duchy of Brabant

Percentage change over the| Annual percentage
Year Number of hearths | preceding year for which change in the
information is available interval

1496 75,343
1526 97,013 +28-8 + 096

Source: Joseph Cuvelier, Les dénombrements de foyers en Brabant (XIVe-XVIe siécle).

Table 12. Duchy of Hainault (Rural communities)

Percentage change over the | Annual percentage
Year Number of hearths | preceding year for which change in the
information is available interval

14689 20,212
15401 34,286 4174 + 024

Source: M.-A. Amould, ‘De tellingen van de haardsteden in Henegouwen
(XIV-XVlIe ceuw)’, Statistisch Bulletin, xxxvi1/4 (Brussels, 1951), 601.

found in the Neapolitan materials suggesting annual increments in the
number of ‘hearths’ of 2+6 per cent over a period of twenty-seven years
(1518—45). Growth rates of this order of magnitude are characteristic of
early colonial development, but are not likely to be achieved in an old
country. Even in cases where the rate of increase which may be inferred
from our data is less spectacular, an element of exaggeration may con-
ceivably be present. But while individual figures may be suspect, the
overall picture which emerges from a synopsis of sixteenth-century
sources is perfectly clear in its outlines: all the evidence, statistical and
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Table 13. Territory of Ziirich (without the city of Ziirich)*

Percentage change over the
. : . Annual percentage
v Estimated number | preceding year for which chanee in each
cat of inhabitants information is available ng I
(mcan) interva
1467 26,700-28,900
1529 48,100-58,790 +923 +14
1585 69.975-85,525 +45°5 +081
1649~50 90,000 +15°8 +024

* The area of the territory (Landschaft) over which the city of Ziirich exercized
sovereign rights since the first half of the fifteenth century was only slightly smaller
than that of the present canton of Ziirich.

Source: Werner Schnyder, Die Bevilkerung der Stadt und Landschaft Ziirich vom
14.-17. Jahrhundert (Schweizer Studien zur Geschichtswissenschaft, XIV/1), 108.

other, points to a pronounced secular upswing of Europe’s population.

The long-run trends of wage-rates and prices in various countries of
Europe lend further support to this view. Recent investigations! have
shown that in many European regions real wages of urban producers as
well as the quantity of foodstuffs obtainable in exchange for a physical
unit of industrial products declined sharply in the last quarter of the
fifteenth, and throughout the sixteenth century. The conclusion to be
drawn from this and related evidence seems inescapable: one has to
assume that, in the period under review, the pressure of population on its
land resources was mounting.

In sixteenth-century Germany, for example, symptoms of demo-
graphic expansion seem to have been so strong and numerous that quite
a few contemporary writers felt constrained to comment on the
phenomenon. As early as 1483 the author of an Erfurt chronicle was
struck by the evidence of population growth, and tried to account for it
by the fact that ‘within these twenty years there has not been any real
pestilence; and seldom is there a couple but they have eight, nine, or ten
children’. A few decades later Aventinus, the Bavarian humanist and
court historiographer, also remarked on the great generative power of
his nation: it looked to him as if people in Germany grew on trees!
Similar observations, though expressed in a much gloomier vein, are
found in the preface to Sebastian Franck’s Germaniae Chronicon (Augs-

I See E. H. Phelps Brown and Sheila V. Hopkins, ‘ Wage-rates and Prices: Evidence for
Population Pressure in the Sixteenth Century’, Economica, new scr., XXIv (1957), 200-306;
Ingrid Hammarstrom, ‘ The *“ Price Revolution” of the Sixteenth Century: Some Swedish
Evidence’, Scandinavian Economic History Review, v (1957), 118-54, esp. 136 ff.; E. H.

Phelps Brown and Sheila V. Hopkins, ‘ Builders’ Wage-rates, Prices and Population: Some
Further Evidence’, Economica, new ser., Xxvi (1959), 18-38.
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burg, 1538). Speaking more specifically of Swabia and Bavaria, the
author writes:

These lands give enough folk to the rest of the world; yet is there such an
abundance [of people] that landed property and rents for dwellings be become
so very dear that they can hardly go any higher. Thold that, unless God ordains
war, and a mortality intervenes, we must once again as of old be mustered out,
by lot or otherwise, and make to seck foreign lands, and depart, like the
gypsies. . . . Now, an hundred thousand pcasants, it is said, have perished in
the rebellion [of 1525], yet there is no lack of men; rather all villages are so
full with people that noone is admitted. The whole of Germany is teeming
with children.

Another South-German chronicle of the sixteenth century, the so-
called Zimmerische Chronik, also uses emphatic language to describe the
growing pressure of population onland. ‘In our times,’ itsays, ‘ the people
in Swabia as well as in all the other countries are greatly augmented and
increased, whereby the land has been opened up more than within the
memory of men; and hardly a nook, even in the bleakest woods and on
the highest mountains, is left uncleared and uninhabited.” After this
general reference to clearing operations, the author proceeds to report in
detail on the progress of scttlement in the county of Zimmern during
recent times: how droves of people had been coming down from the
crowded Allgiu, where they could no longer support themselves; how
they had asked and been given permission to start clearings; and how
these colonists had won back for the plough lands that had long since
been abandoned and reverted to bush, as well as made inroads on
ancient forests. ‘And it passes belief how greatly these [new] villages have
increased in inhabitants and dwellings within a few years, as is evident
nowadays.’

Lest it be thought that this was an isolated case of demographic ex-
pansion let us emphasize at once that similar instances of systematic
reoccupation of anciently deserted land, and renewed clearing activities,
are met with in many other parts of sixteenth-century Germany,
especially in the east. One of the best-documented cases of demographic
recovery and advance in western Germany comes from the Principality
of Osnabriick. The population of this territory is estimated to have
increased by 84 per cent between 1500 and 1604. For the neighbouring
Sauerland an average annual increment of about four per thousand over
the period from 1576 to 1618 has been calculated. Comparable and even
higher rates of growth are found elsewhere, for instance in Hesse and in
the Tyrol.

Clearings and resettlement, however vigorously pursued, were not
sufficient in the long run to maintain the previous ratio of full-sized
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farms in an agrarian society that was growing by leaps and bounds.
Indeed, among the strongest indications of secular demographic growth
in sixteenth-century Germany is the disproportionate increase in the
number of small holdings, not only in East-Elbia, where the rise of the
Gutsherrschaft involved the gradual elimination of the old manorial
tenantry and the creation of numerous tiny cottage-holdings, but also
in regions where development was in the direction of peasant-ownership.
In some areas, where morcellement proceeded so far that the economic
viability of the fragments became questionable, territorial legislation
attempted—not always successfully—to stop the process.! At the same
time efforts were made by some princes to provide for the surplus
population of the countryside in other ways. The Saxon Elector August I
(1553-86) is known for his systematic purchases of large estates, which he
ordered to be split up into peasant holdings. Similar agrarian policies
were pursued elsewhere in Central Germany.2

However, fragmentation of farms and domains, while it may have
led to a more intensive utilization of the soil, and thus provided a
modicum of relief for population pressure, was neither a complete nor
a permanent solution to the problems created by rapid demographic
expansion. The surplus population of the countryside had to find
additional outlets. What other opportunities presented themselves?
The cities and towns undoubtedly continued to absorb fair numbers of
rural folk, and the spreading domestic system of manufacture also
provided alternative employment. Moreover, in the last years of the
fifteenth and the first decades of the sixteenth century streams of
migrants are known to have converged on the booming mining areas of
Saxony, Bohemia, and the Tyrol. But perhaps the most significant
devclopment—apart from the clearing operations referred to above—
was the resumption; after 1500, of the old German movement east-
wards.3 The number of people involved in these younger migrations
(including the religiously-motivated migrations ot the Hutterites, the
Dutch Mennonites, and other sectarian groups) may not have been
very much smaller than the number of those who had taken part in the
great colonial enterprises of the twelfth and thirteenth centuries.

Nor was Germany the only country whose economy was called upon
to adjust itself to rapid population growth. Switzerland, whose demo-
graphic development in the late fifteenth and the sixteenth centuries has
already been illustrated with some partial figures, may be cited as another
example of a region where population increase provided a fresh stimulus

I See Friedrich Liitge, Die mitteldeutsche Grundherrschaft und ihre Auflésung, 2nd ed.
(Stuttgart, 1957), 67 fI.

2 Ibid., pp. 32 £.

3 See Walter Kuhn, Geschichte der deutschen Ostsiedlung in der Neuzeit. 1 (Cologne-Graz,
1955).
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to the progress of settlement in this period. The Swiss population,
estimated at 600,000~650,000 about 1450, may have risen to 800,000 or
850,000 by the third decade of the sixteenth century. About that time
the War of Religion seems to have acted as a temporary check; but when
peace was concluded in 1531 the upward movement was resumed, carry-
ing the population towards the million mark by 1600.

This secular growth, though not inordinate by any means, could be
supported only by a determined economic effort. It became necessary
for the Swiss to draw upon land resources which until then had not been
used intensively, possibly not at all. Some of the sparsely-settled
mountain districts of Western Switzerland, such as the Jura and the
Vaud, began to fill up fairly rapidly. But this shift of the margin of
cultivation apparently was not sufficient to provide for the growing
numbers. At this juncture—about the end of the fifteenth century—the
Swiss hit upon an ingenious, if morally dubious, method of relieving
population pressure, namely organized military emigration. ‘ Reislaufen’,
enlistmentinforeignarmiesthat s, though perhaps more widely practised
by the Swiss than by people of other nations, was not a Swiss monopoly
in early modern Europe; nor was it exactly a novelty. But what had
previously been, and elsewhere continued to be, a matter of individual
enterprise developed into a public institution in Switzerland, where
cantonal and federal authorities, under a system of ‘capitulations’
would supply foreign powers with mercenaries. The numbers of men
involved in this traffic cannot be ascertained with any accuracy; but
they were substantial. The Crown of France, the chief customer of
Switzerland, is said to have beensupplied with 700,000 menbetween 1474
and 1792. It has been estimated that 50,000 to 60,000 Swiss soldiers were
serving foreign princes at any given time in the first half of the eighteenth
century. A conservative estimate puts the vital losses—all the more
serious since they were confined to one sex | —sustained by Switzerland
from Reislaufen at 50,000-100,000 for the fifteenth, 250,000-300,000 for
both the sixteenth and the seventeenth, and 300,000-350,000 for the
eighteenth century.

The individual data assembled in Tables 7-9 (p. 22) to illustrate the
upward movement of population in sixteenth-century Spain are of
questionable validity, and, in the case of Navarre, not even strictly
comparable; but the trend which they exhibit is unmistakable. It is,
moreover, corroborated by the results of an inquiry into the state of the
country carried out in the 1570’s on the orders of Philip II. Even though
only the materials concerning the provinces of Madrid and Toledo have
been published so far, the available evidence is so strong and un-
ambiguous that thedemographicdevelopment of all thecentral regionsof
Spain may confidently be inferred from it.
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The great majority of towns and villages stated in so many words that
they had never been more populous; and quite a few reported specifically
that the number of their houses or households (vecinos) had increased
within memory. Where figures are given the rate of growth appears to
have been substantial. In some cases the number of families is found to
have multiplied much faster than the number of dwellings—a sure sign
of rapid demographic expansion. Only very few places, almost all of
them of insignificant size, admit decline. At the same time, references to
vanished villages and church ruins in the vicinity are not rare; but they
are couched in what may be described as legendary language, leaving
no doubt that these Wiistungen must have occurred in the distant past.

When trying to elicit information about the causes of local growth (or
decline) the commissioners charged with this inquiry were less successful.
Not surprisingly, the answers to this question usually remain rather
vague: the healthy condition of the people (or, conversely, the pre-
valence of disease) is most often given as the reason for the reported
population changes. Local immigration or a high marriage frequency are
also mentioned among the causes of growth. One answer, interestingly
enough, attributes the local increase of population to clearing operations
(rompimiento de los campos e terminos de la villa).

The demographic record of sixteenth-century New Castile which has
just been presented would not seem to lend much weight to the view,
advanced by some Spanish scholars, that the fifteenth and sixteenth
centuries witnessed a shift in relative population densities from the
central to the peripheral regions of Spain. This is not to minimize the
progress achieved by such provinces as Navarre, Aragon (see Tables 8
and 9, p. 22), or Galicia. Indecd, the last, whose early demographic
history has recently been made the subject of a special study, exhibits
some of the characteristic features of an over-populated region. A seem-
ingly inordinate rate of growth in the century after 1480 or 1490 before
long created conditions which forced this province into attempts to rid
itself of part of its surplus population through large-scale emigration,
including enlistment of thousands of able-bodied men as mercenaries.
Towards the end of the sixteenth century seasonal migration of labour
also was resorted to. Yet this overflow apparently did little to relieve
overcrowding. The number of vecinos, so far from diminishing, showed
an increase from 121,603 to 125,718 between 1557 and 1594. Not even
the great famines which struck the country in a curiously periodic
sequence (1 563, 1573—4, 1583, 1597, 1618-20, 1628-30) seem to have
stemmed the rising demographic tide, although they were usually
followed by severe and prolonged epidemic outbreaks. Public authori-
ties, intensely preoccupied with the symptoms, if not with the causes, of
growing economic distress, were helpless. Almsgiving and the appoint-
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ment of commissions for the banishment of vagabonds were, of course,
no cure for population pressure.

Difficulties created or aggravated by excessive population growth,
and more or less enlightened attempts to overcome them are met with
almost everywhere in late fifteenth- and sixteenth-century Europe.
Adjustment to the changing demographic situation did not come easily
to a social economy whose land resources were limited, and whose
technology, though not stationary, was advancing only slowly; and
one of the most intractable problems of the age was the rise of a sub-
proletarian class. There was hardly a country but was plagued by hordes
of ‘masterless men’, unemployed and unemployable, who hoodwinked,
pestered, or terrorized the traveller on the highway, the countryman in
the fields and on the farm, and the residents of boroughs and cities. Of
course, thieving, roguery, mendicancy and vagrancy were neither
altogether new, nor for that matter purely demographic phenomena: for
instance, as early as 1383, at a time when there could hardly have been
any question of ‘surplus population’, the English Parliament found it
necessary to make statutory provisions against vagrants, who were
‘running in the country more abundantly than they were wont in times
past’ (7 Richard m, c. v). But there can be no doubt that the problem of
the ‘sturdy beggar’ assumed a character of unprecedented urgency in
this era. It is significant that one of the most thoughtful writers of the
Renaissance devoted a special treatise to the problem of pauperism, and
that his book met with general interest: Luis Vives’ De subventione
pauperum was published at Bruges in 1526, and presently translated into
German, French, Spanish, Italian, and English. The popularity of the
picaresque novel in sixteenth-century Spain and France and of the
cony-catching stories in Elizabethan England points in the same
direction: the rogue looms large in fact as well as in fiction.

It is generally assumed that in England the proliferation in town and
country of beggars and vagrants was occasioned by the enclosure move-
ment. But this view, which merely echoes one of the favourite argu-
mentsof contemporary opponentsof the great transformation, should not
be accepted without a pinch of salt. The agrarian revolution of the late
fifteenth and the sixteenth centuries must indeed have caused serious
socio-economic dislocations. But the ‘putting down of houses of
husbandry’ (as well as the dismissal of feudal retainers) may have merely
intensified growing pains produced in the first instance by a process of
rapid demographic expansion which seems to have carried the popula-
tion of the realm within two or three generations from its low level in
the first half of the fifteenth century back to or near the level attained
before the Black Death. If the rise of a native Lumpenproletariat (as
distinguished from those strange incorrigible wayfarers, the gypsies,
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who happened to make their appearance in England about this same
time) was a source of grave concern to the English public and their rulers,
they might have derived some small comfort from the knowledge that
many other countries were beset by the same troubles. Henry VII's
‘Acte against Vacabounds and Beggers’ of 1495, and Elizabeth’s ‘Acte
for the Punishment of Vacabondes, and for Releif of the Poore and
Impotent’ of 1572—to name only two of a large number of Tudor
enactments and proclamations of this nature—have their parallel in
scores of similar ordinances issued by other princes throughout the
sixteenth century, e.g. by the dukes of Burgundy for Brabant, or by the
Habsburg emperors for their Austrian territories. Among the upper
ranks of society Jand-hunger may have been responsible for the spate of
litigation about landed property in sixteenth-century England and
elsewhere. Population pressure caused not only vagabonds but also
lawyers to multiply.

In these circumstances it is not surprising that an undercurrent of
Malthusian anxiety should be discernible in the writings of many a
contemporary. ‘The people are increassid and grounde for plowes
dothe wante, corne and all other victuall is scante’, wrote an Englishman
in 1576. ‘People woulde laboure yf they knew wher one; the husbande
man woulde be glade to have grounde to set his plowe to worke yf he
knew wher.” Sebastian Franck’s wistful remarks on the demographic
state of Germany in the 1530’s have been quoted already. Some years
previously (1518) another German, Ulrich von Hutten, had advocated
war against the Turks on the ground that it would relieve the country of
its excess population. The celebrated humanist exclaims:

There is a dearth of provisions and Germany is overcrowded [populosissima]
in this age. What we all ought to have wished for—a foreign war, whereby
we could relieve ourselves of that multitude—has providentially come to pass;
it is providential, I say, that war against the Turks should have become both
warranted and necessary. ... Many are suffering want, many are going
huﬁgry; everywhere in cities, towns, and villages idle soldiers are roaming at
will.?

What may have been a bold novel suggestion at the beginning of the
sixteenth century—recourse to war as an effective remedy for popula-
tion pressure—a hundred years later apparently was a widely accepted
maxim of statecraft. ‘And herupon’, an English author, writing in 1609,
assures his readers, ‘ many statesmen haue thought nothing more profit-
able for populous common-wealths, then to haue foreigne and externe
warres, to the ende that thereby the superfluous braunches might be cut

1 ‘Ad principes Germanos ut bellum in Turcas concorditer suscipiant exhortatoria,
Virichi Hytteni . . . Opera (ed. Eduard Bécking), v, 101.
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off.’1 Perhaps the most outstanding representative of these views was
Sir Walter Raleigh. In his Discourse of War he says ‘ When any country is
overlaid by the multitude which live upon it, there is a natural necessity
compelling it to disburden itself, and lay the load upon others, by right
or wrong. . . . Wherefore the war thatis grounded on general, remediless
necessity may be termed the general and remediless, or necessary war.’

However, by that time another and perhaps more promising outlet
for the surplus population was opening up on the transatlantic shores, and
Englishmen in late Elizabethan and Stuart times came to think more and
more of colonization as a means of demographic relief. Indeed, the con-
gested condition of the country became one of the most telling argu-
ments used by promoters of colonial ventures in this period. ‘Truthe it
is’, wrote one of them,? ‘that throughe our longe peace and seldome
sickness wee are growen more populous than ever heretofore; so that
now there are of every arte and science so many, that they can hardly
lyve one by another, nay rather they are readie to eate upp one another.”

The evidential value of this and similar utterances in a Malthusian
vein is not seriously impaired by the fact that many of the writers who
voiced fear of over-population—no less than the opponents of the en-~
closures, who stressed the danger of depopulation—were engaged in
special pleading. These champions of colonial schemes and emigration
may have been inclined to draw exaggerated conclusions from observa-
tions that were in all likelihood intrinsically valid.

Unfortunately, in the case of England it is not easy to verify or correct
contemporary statements about demographic trends by confronting
them with quantitative evidence; for what few figures have come down
from the sixteenth and early seventeenth centuries are anything but
reliable. Neither the chantry surveys of 1545, nor the muster rolls of the
Elizabethan period, nor the figure of 2,065,498 communicants and
recusants upwards of sixteen years, certified to the Privy Council by the
bishops in 1603, inspire much confidence. Perhaps the best materials are
still J. Rickman’s estimates of the population of England and Wales in
1570 and 1600, Though far from unexceptionable, both as regards his
data and his method of computation, these estimates by the nineteenth-
century statistician have at least this advantage, that they are mutually
comparable, being based on the same process of averaging baptisms
burials, and marriages. Used in this way—not as absolute magnitudes,
but as rough indices of a trend—Rickman’s figures leave no doubt that
the population of England and Wales was increasing at a fair, if not
spectacular, rate in Elizabethan times (see Table 14). In the early and

1 Robert Gray, A Good Speed to Virginia (1609), The Epistle Dedicatorie, quoted by

Klaus E. Knorr, British Colonial Theories, 1570-1850 (Toronto, 1944), 43.
2 Richard Hakluyt, A particular Discourse concerning Westerne discoveries, 36 £.
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middle decades of the sixteenth century the speed of growth probably
had been even more pronounced.

The demographic history of sixteenth-century France is even more
scantily documented than that of Tudor England, and the historian must
resign himself to the fact that he can do no more than trace its barest
outlines. When the Hundred Years War lost momentum in the 1440’s,
and eventually came to an end in 1453, the French people got a first
chance to rebuild their wrecked economy. But the hapless country was
not yet fully at peace; throughout the reign of Louis XI (1461-83)

Table 14. England and Wales

. Percentage change over the| Annual percentage
Estimated number : . .
Year . . preceding year tor which change in the
of inhabitants . ot ) ;
information is available interval
1570 4,123,708
1600 4,811,718 + 167 + 056

Sourck: J. Rickman, ‘Estimated Population of England and Wales, 1570-1750",
Great Britain: Population Enumeration Abstract (1843), xxu1, 37.

struggles against domestic and foreign foes continued almost without
interruption, and during the first generation following the expulsion of
the English re-settlement of devastated regions seems to have proceeded
butslowly. There is nothing to suggest that demographic recovery made
headway any more quickly; as a matter of fact, there was famine and
widespread sickness in Louis’s closing years, probably wiping out what-
ever small gains the French population may have been able to achieve in
the preceding decades.

Soon afterwards, however, a pronounced secular upswing must have
set in. For only a long period of demographic growth can have restored
the population density of an utterly prostrate country to such a point
that a foreign observer, in 1561, should have been struck by evidence of
demographic saturation. France, the ambassador of the Republic of
Venice reported to his government, ‘is heavily populated .. .; every
place has as many inhabitants as it can well have.” If he had chosen to,
the Venetian could have supported his statement by a good deal of
circumstantial evidence. In many parishes, churches which had become
too small for their congregations had to be enlarged or rebuilt in this
period. Cities like Paris and Tours were beginning to suffer from housing
shortage. The population of Lyons is reported to have increased by
so per cent. The impression that by the middle of the sixteenth century
or a little earlier the French nation had recovered from the vital losses
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suffered in the period from 1350 to 1450 is confirmed by what is known
—admittedly not very much—about the results of a hearth census,
apparently held in the 1560’s. A comparison of these results with the ones
obtained in 1328, though beset with many grave uncertainties, seems to
indicate that the average density of the French population was just about
the same after the middle of the sixteenth century as it had been 250 years
carlier—something like 3540 persons per square kilometre.

It is not certain, however, that this level was maintained after the
outbreak of the French Wars of Religion in 1562. More than thirty years
of continual domestic strife accompanied by foreign intervention could
not but inflict heavy losses on the population. A contemporary, writing
in 1581, estimated the number of casualties up to that time at more than
three-quarters of a million. But this figure is hardly an adequate index
of the combined action of all the positive and preventive checks in that
period of profound upheaval. The fate of Vienne, though perhaps not
altogether typical, was by no means unparalleled, and may serve to
illustrate the ravages of the Wars of Religion. Captured and recaptured
no less than twenty times, pillaged in turn by Huguenots, Catholics, and
forces of the League, visited by plagues in 15634, 1567 and 1584, the
city was a mass of ruins and half deserted when it finally submitted to
Henry IV in 1595.

The figures presented in Tables 4-6 (pp. 21—-22) are illustrative of a gen-
eral demographic upward movement in sixteenth-century Italy. But
while the broad picture which those data portray isundoubtedly correct,
the trend was not quite as uniform as they might lead us to assume. It is
only by consulting the political and military history of the country that
we can hope to gain an adequate idea of its demographic development.

The second half of the fifteenth century had been a period of relative
peace for Italy, and some regional population growth, as has been noted
above, appears to have set in earlier than in other countries of Europe.
However, with the invasion of the peninsula by Charles VIII of France,
in 1494, Italy entered upon a phase of profound disturbances. For more
than a generation the country was prey to a ruthless soldiery. Native and
foreign armies forgathered on Italian soil to fight the battles of their
masters, leaving in their wake devastation and disease. Lombardy in
particular, having been the scene of some of the fiercest fighting in the
1520’s, and having, moreover, been visited in 1524 and 1528 by epidemics
of extraordinary violence, suffered acutely. A letter of 1529, addressed to
King Henry VIII by two of his envoys, paints a picture of utter desola-
tion.

It is, Sire, [the ambassadors wrote] the most pitie to see this contree, as we
suppose, that ever was in Christyndom; in some places nother horsmete nor

mans mete to be found, the goodly townes destroyed and desolate. Betwexte
3 CEH IV
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Verceilles [i.e. Vercelli] ... and Pavye [Pavia), the space of 50 miles, the
moost goodly contree for corne and vynes that may be seen, is so desolate,
in all that weye we sawe [not] oon man or woman laborers in the fylde, nor
yett creatour stering, but in great villaiges five or six myserable personnes;
sawyng in all this waye we sawe thre women in oon place, gathering of grapis
yett upon the vynes [the time was December!], for there are nother vynes
orderyd and kepte, nor corne sawed in all that weye, nor personnes to gather
the grapes that growith uppon the vynes, but the vynes growith wyld. . . . In
this mydde waye is a town . . . is all destroyed and in maner desolate. Pavye
is in lyke maner, and great pitie; the chyldryn kryeng abowt the streates for
bred, and ye dying for hungre. They seye that all the hole peuple of that
contrey and dyvers other places in Italya, as the Pope also shewyd us, with
many other, with warre, famine, and pestilence are utterly deadde and goone;
so that there is no hope many yeres that Italya shalbe any thing well restored,
for wante of people.!

Fortunately, this pessimistic prognosis was not borne out. As early as
the middle of the sixteenth century even those parts of the country which
had had to bear the brunt of the military campaigns, or had at any rate
suffered grievously from the war-begotten epidemics of the 1520’s,
were well on the way to demographic recovery. Though little is known
about the countryside,? the remarkable resilience of many of the urban
communities of northern Italy may be regarded as prima facie evidence
of a general upswing. The city of Pavia, whose population had been
reduced to scarcely more than 5,000 souls by 1529, thirteen years later
numbered about 11,000. The population of Verona, having declined
from 47,000 to 27,000 between 1501 and 1529, by 1557 had regained its
former strength. Mantua, too, went through a thirty years’ period of
rapid demographic recovery after 1529. Florence, decimated by the
plague of 1527 and the siege of 1530, was slow to rally. Her population,
having shrunk from an estimated 72,000.in 1510 to about 60,000 in 1531,
remained on this lower level for the next thirty years. However, soon
afterwards demographic recovery must have set in; for the decennial
average of baptisms performed in the city of Florence in 1591-1600
(3,016) was significantly higher than the corresponding figure for the
decade 14911500 (2,523). The city of Brescia, which had been sacked in
1512, was not doing so well; but Modena’s population grew from 15,500
to 18,000 between 1539 and 1581, while that of Milan increased by 40 per

1 State Papers Published under the Authority of Her Majesty’s Commission, vol. vu: King
Henry the Eighth, part v—continued (1849), 226.

2 We do have a few striking instances of rural growth, e.g. in the duchy of Milan and
in the neighbourhood of Rovigo. In this latter region the draining of marshes was accom-
panied by a trebling of population between 1548 and 1603. Other instances of rapid
demographic recovery after 1535, incidental to a phenomenally high birth rate, are cited
by Carlo M. Cipolla, ‘Per 1a storia della popolazione lombarda nel secolo xv1°, Studi in
Onore di Gino Luzzatto, u (Milan, 1950), 144~55.
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cent in the fifty years after 1542. The number of Como’s inhabitants rose
from 8,000 in 1553 to 12,000 in 1592, that of Bergamo’s from 18,000 in
1548 to 24,000 in 1596. The population of Pavia, during this same
period, appears to have more than doubled.

The demographic gains achieved by the last-named cities in the
second half of the century are all the more remarkable since in 1575-7
northern Italy had once again been struck by an epidemic outbreak of
uncommon violence, which caused the population of Venice to tumble
from about 170,000 to only a little over 120,000, while the city of Padua
lost one-third of its inhabitants. Pavia, to be sure, seems to have escaped
with only minor losses, but neighbouring Milan counted more than
17,000 victims. Before this catastrophe the urban population of northern
Italy may have exceeded by an appreciable margin the level attained at
the beginning of the sixteenth century; by 1600 it was certainly not
lower, and probably once more considerably higher than in 1500.

Those cities and regions of Italy that were exposed only briefly or not
at all to the military upheavals of the early sixteenth century may not
have entirely escaped the indirect effects of warfare—disease and
economic dislocation; nevertheless they seem to have achieved very
substantial rates of growth even during the troublous decades after 1494.
Of this the demographic records of the Kingdom of Naples and of
Sicily as tabulated above (Tables 4and s, p. 21) provide the most striking,
though not the only, illustrations. Other instances of rapid population
increase in the first half of the sixteenth century are furnished by Venice
and Siena. The former city grew from an estimated 115,000 inhabitants
in 1509 to 130,000 in 1540, and 160,000 in 1555. In Siena the decennial
averages of baptisms, having remained stationary from the 1380’s to
the end of the fifteenth century, began to rise steeply after 1500; and this
new level, higher than the previous one by one-third or more, was
maintained until the mid-fifties, when the city succumbed to siege and
conquest.

Disasters like the one just mentioned, or, to cite a better known in-
stance, the sack of Rome in 1527, which introduce discontinuities into
local demographic trends, tend to blur, but cannot really obscure, the
main features of Italy’s development in this period. The total picture
shows life triumphant in the face of adversity. Itis only in the latter years
of the sixteenth century that the secular trend of demographic growth
appears to level out in some parts of the country, and in a few even turns
negative—presumably a manifestation of pressure of population on
land and incipient economic stagnation (see below, p. s1).

The population history of the Low Countties in the sixteenth century
bears some resemblance to that of northern Italy: in both regions the
demographic development was decisively influenced by the course of
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political and military events. Only the sequence of quiescence and com-
motion was different in the two countries. For Italy the time of troubles
was the first, for the Netherlands it was the last, third of the sixteenth
century.

After a period of severe hardships in the 1480’s, during which the
number of houses in the southern Low Countries (Flanders, Hainault,
and Brabant) and inthe county of Holland can be shown to have declined
sharply (see Tables 1-3, p. 18), recovery set in shortly before the turn of
the century (see Tables 11 and 12, p. 23). By about 1520 at the latest
the losses were made good. But so far from levelling off, demographic
growth appears to have continued for another half century, the most
spectacular instance being that of the city of Antwerp. Owing to
immigration her population, inclusive of some 10,000 suburban
residents, had risen to about 100,000 by 1568. The number of houses
inside and outside the walls was about 13,500 at that time, as compared
with 6,586 and 8,479 inhabited dwellings counted in 1496 and 1526
respectively. That the rest of the country should have increased at any-
thing like this rate is altogether unlikely; but if the development of the
duchy of Hainault was at all typical, the demographic gains achieved
during the first seven decades of the sixteenth century must have been
sizeable.

The turn of the tide came in 1567 with the arrival of Alva and the out-
break of insurrection in the Netherlands. Measured with the yardstick
of demography, the loss of population directly attributable to the
activities of Alva’s Council of Blood was insignificant. The number of
persons executed by the Spaniards in the years 1568-73, so far from
reaching 18,000 (a figure derived from the statements of horror-stricken
contemporaries), probably did not exceed 7,000. In a country of
approximately three million inhabitants any minor epidemic might have
carried off as many victims or more. More setious perhaps, as far as man-
power was concerned, was the exodus from the Low Countries of many
thousands of refugees. To be sure, emigration was counterbalanced,
quantitatively, by the influx of large numbers of foreign mercenaries;
but disreputable soldiers of fortune were poor substitutes for the skilled
artisans and wealthy merchants who were fleeing the country. Nor was
organized prostitution—Alva’s army was accompanied by two thousand
Italian harlots—a substitute for family life, even if the relative merits of
the two institutions be judged purely on the ground of quantitative
demography.

Meanwhile losses of life and property must have mounted as confused
and savage fighting between the forces of the Crown of Spain and those
of the prince of Orange and his successors dragged on year after year.
Death made little distinction between soldiers and non-combatants.

Cambridge Histories Online © Cambridge University Press, 2008



MIGRATION INTO HOLLAND 37

When a besieged city was starved into surrender or taken by storm, the
conquerors would vent their rage on garrison and citizens alike. Typhus
and other crowd-diseases also sought their victims indiscriminately
among soldiers and civilians. Abbreviating desperately we may state
that, except during the first period of the struggle, the southern Nether-
lands suﬁgred much more heavily than the provinces in the north.
Among the latter, Holland and Zeeland in particular, well entrenched
behind strong lines of defence, came to enjoy virtual freedom from
devastation and slaughter after 1576.

Figures to illustrate the demographic development of the southern
Low Countries in this period are hard to come by; but such data as have
come to light, though fragmentary, fully confirm what a knowledge of
the country’s sorry plight would lead one to expect. Thus we find, start-
ing in the south-west, that in the city of Ath, the third largest urban
community in the duchy of Hainault, the number of chimneys counted
for purposes of taxation diminished by 59 per cent between 1553 and
1594. At Avesne, a smaller town in the same province, the drop was
equally drastic. In one of the rural districts of neighbouring Flanders,
the chatellenie of Audenarde, the trend was roughly the same: with 27 out
of 32 parishes reporting, the number of households declined from 4,372
in 1557 to 2,520 in 1600—a drop of more than 42 per cent. However, in
this particular instance decline cannot have set in much before 1576, since
in this year the number of able-bodied men reported by twenty-six
parishes was still substantially higher than the number returned in 1558.1
In the duchy of Brabant the best-known and most striking case of
depopulation is that of Antwerp. This great metropolis lost more than
half its inhabitants between 1568 and 1589, chiefly as a result of mass-
emigration after 1585, when religious oppression and grave economic
disorders combined to make life in the city intolerable.

Many of these migrants turned to the northern provinces, whose
citizens, having by this time gained de facto independence from their
Spanish overlords, were in a position to offer a haven to their Protestant
co-religionists. Thus, while the cities of Flanders and Brabant emptied
themselves, those of Holland expanded by leaps and bounds. Leiden’s
population jumped from 12,144 in 1581 to 44,475 in 1622. Amsterdam,
having doubled its arca in three successive extensions between 1585 and
1611, counted 105,000 inhabitants by 1622. ‘God’, wrote an Englishman
of the Dutch about the turn of the sixteenth century, ‘hath so blessed the
frute of theyr labours that all the towns for the moste parte, as Amster-
dam, Rotterdam, Enchusen, Briell, Midleborowe, and, in fine, ye
moste towns of ye Lowe Countries are growne as greate againe as they

I The paradox may resolve itself when it is recalled that in the years 1557-8 Flanders
had been the scenc of heavy fighting and had, morcover, been struck by famine and plague.
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have beene (the new towne as greate as ye olde) as is daily to be
sene.

However, growth was not confined to urban centres, nor was
Holland’s demographic advance in the sixteenth century due primarily
to immigration: natural increase undoubtedly accounted for most of her
secular gain. Its order of magnitude may be judged by holding the total
of ‘hearths’ counted in 1514 (45,857) against the result of a census of
persons, held in the year 1622, in Holland and West-Friesland (671,675).!
Although such a comparison can be only rough, it suggests that the
population of Holland proper must at least have doubled in the course of
the sixteenth century.

If information about demographic developments in the heartland of
Europe is at best fragmentary, the history of population in Europe’s
peripheral areas during this period is even less casy to elucidate in its
details. We do know that both Norway and Denmark experienced a
secular upswing in the sixteenth century; though as far as the former is
concerned, it was not before 1600 that the heavy loss of population
which this country had sustained after the middle of the fourteenth
century appears to have been made good. (At that time Norway may
have numbered about 400,000 and Denmark, within her pre-war
boundaries, about 570,000 inhabitants.) The population of Sweden is
generally believed to have increased very substantially during the
prosperous reign of Gustavus I (1523-60). However, in the follow-
ing decades the realm, torn by domestic strife and exhausted by foreign
wars, can hardly have achieved significant demographic gains, the less
so since it, like many other European countries, was struck by a series of
disastrous crop failures in the 1590’s. For Finland, at that time a Swedish
dependency, we have the results of two hearth counts (1557: 33,046;
1589: 31,570) which would seem to indicate a more or less stationary
population. Whether Finnish immigration into the forest areas of central
Sweden, whose beginnings date from the last years of the sixteenth
century, was indicative of population pressure cannot be decided.

Poland, perhaps because some of her southern regions appear not to
have been affected by the Black Death, seems to have overcome the
demographic crisis of the late-medieval period more quickly than most
of the western countries. The fact that a native movement of forest-
clearing got under way as early as the fifteenth, and persisted in the
sixteenth, century (sce vol. 1, p. 396) must be regarded as symptomatic of
renewed population pressure in eastern Europe; and the quantitative
information at our disposal lends weight to the argument. To be sure,
our statistics leave much to be desired. The population total for 1578
of the three most important provinces of the kingdom, as calculated

1 Of this total Holland proper (Zuiderkwartier) accounted for 505,185 persons.
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by Adolf Pawiniski (2,118,000) and Egon Vielrose (3,200,000) re-
spectively is highly conjectural. Moreover, there do not exist any pre-
vious data with which these figures can be compared, except an equally
hypothetical total for 1340, calculated variously at 453,000 (Mitkowski),
658,000 (Kula), 842,000 (Ladenberger), or 1,240,000 (Vielrose) in-
habitants. Nevertheless, a pronounced secular upswing in the fifteenth
and sixteenth centuries can hardly be called in question, though the
actua] rate of increase may have been somewhat lower than these
figures would suggest.

By far the greatest part of the Balkan Peninsula was in the hands of the
Ottoman Power during the sixteenth century, and until recently the
prospects of demographic information coming to light for this territory
must have appeared rather dim to western scholars. However, the
Turks were better administrators than they are generally givencredit for;
and a census of households, undertaken in the early years of Suleiman the
Magnificent, has enabled Professor Omer Liitfi Barkan of the University
of Istanbul to attempt a calculation of the population of the Balkan
countries in the third decade of the sixteenth century. It appears that the
territory to the south of the rivers Save and Danube, exclusive of the city
of Constantinople, contained a little more than one million households,
about 80 per cent of which were Christian, 20 per cent Moslem, and
less than one-half of one per cent Jewish. Using a co-efficient of five,
and adding an estimated 400,000 so as to account for Constantinople,
Professor Barkan arrives at a population figure of approximately 56
millions.

More important, however, than a necessarily conjectural notion of
absolute demographic magnitudes would be the trend of population in
the European provinces of sixteenth-century Turkey. For this purpose,
too, Turkish sources have yielded important information. It can be
shown that the urban population of the Balkans was increasing at a
substantial rate. The number of houscholds in such towns as Sofia and
Skoplje more than doubled between the third and the eighth decade of
the sixteenth century. Nikopol, Mostar, Adrianople, and Athens did not
grow quite that fast, but Sarajevo quadrupled its population in this
period. Salonica, having received more than 2,600 Jewish families after
their expulsion from Spain in 1492, by 1529 counted almost 5,000 house-
holds, an increase of 3,000 over the number reported for 1478. There-
after the population of Salonica seems to have become stationary.

While we have no quantitative information concerning the rural
population of the Balkans in this period, there can be little doubt that
it, too, was growing. The Turkish authorities, anxious to consolidate
their rule in the conquered provinces, had long encouraged immigra-
tion, and even resorted to deportation, of Moslems from Anatolia to the
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Balkan countries; and while it is known that there also occurred some
forcible displacement of Christians, the balance of demographic gains
and losses from these migrations was almost certainly in favour of the
west.

Though by far the greatest part of the Balkan Peninsula had fallen
under Turkish rule by the beginning of the sixteenth century, the
Venetians managed to retain footholds on the Dalmatian coast, in the
Ionian Islands, in Crete, and, until 1540, in Morea; and the archives of
the Republic have yielded valuable material for the history of population
in these areas. On the whole, the fate of these outposts was not a happy
one. Venice was at war with the Porte in 1537-40 and again in 1570-3,
and the vicissitudes to which the Balkan possessions of the Republic were
cxposed are reflected in their demographic trends. To take one of the
most drastic cases first: the island of Corfu, whose population numbered
37,000 in 1499, saw some 1$,000-18,000 of its rural inhabitants abducted
into slavery by the Turks in 1537; by 1576, after the second Turkish
war, only 17,500 people were left on the island ; of these 7,500 lived in the
capital. Two other Ionian islands, Cephalonia and Ithaca, lost one-
quarter of their inhabitants between 1569 and 1572. The Venetian
possessions on the mainland of Dalmatia and the islands off-shore also
suffered severely: their population declined by about one-third between
1559 and 1576. It would, of course, be entirely unwarranted to draw
conclusions from these highly vulnerable outposts as to conditions in
other parts of the Balkans. Indeed, as has been shown, the population of
south-eastern Europe was on the increase in the sixteenth century. For
Turkish rule, whatever its shortcomings, must be credited with at least
one achievement: the Ottoman Empire succeeded in eliminating the
scourge of war for the majority of its subjects over long stretches of
time.

IV. A Century of Reverses

In the year 1604 many an anxious eye was turned towards a strange
new star, blazing forth in ominous brightness. Wasita portent, presaging
an era of wars, famines, and pestilence? In due course men were to learn
that the warning of the ‘Sidereal Messenger’ for once had not been a
mockery: the signature of the seventeenth century was indeed one of
violence and disorder. Its plight is reflected in the demographic record.

To convey an adequate idea of the afflictions brought upon themselves
by the nations of Europe and their rulers in this epoch would require an
account of its confused political and military history. Nothing of the
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sort can be attempted here; only a few of the major events will be
touched upon. Except for a new flare-up of violence in the restless Baltic
area and in Russia the beginnings of the century were not inauspicious.
Henry IV had restored religious peace to France; in 1604 the protracted
war between England and Spain was terminated ; the Empire, after 1606,
was enjoying a breathing spell in its perennial struggle with the Turks,
while its two main denominational blocs, though poised uneasily, were
yet reluctant to plunge into war; and in 1609 a twelve years’ truce was
arranged between Spain and the United Provinces. However, if the
God of War appeared to hold his hand in the first two decades, he cer-
tainly assumed direction of man’s affairs during the remainder of the
severiteenth century, and more particularly in the period from 1620 to
1660.

The Thirty Years War (1618-48), though interlocked with practically
every major conflict on the contemporary European scene, was first and
foremost a fratricidal struggle within the Empire. That its demographic
consequences for many parts of Germany and for the central regions of
Bohemia were disastrous has never been in doubt; but it is only on the
basis of a critical synopsis of innumerable local studies, undertaken by
Professor Giinther Franz, that a clear picture of the total impact of the
catastrophe begins to emerge. It appears that Germany by the end of the
war had lost no less than 40 per cent of her pre-war population.! Battle
casualties and civilian victims of atrocities committed by the brutalized
soldicry can have made up only a small portion of the death toll. The
most powerful agents of destruction, both among soldiers and non-
combatants, were hunger and disease. Congestion, filth, and mal-
nutrition bred epidemics in military hospitals and encampments as well
as in towns and cities crowded with fugitives from the harassed country-
side. From these foci, and in the wake of marching troops, infections such
as dysentery, typhus, plague (chiefly in the years 1624~30 and 1634-9),
and, towards the end of the war, smallpox, spread from place to place.
As the main theatres of military operations shifted back and forth across
the length and breadth of the Empire, disease, devastation, and famine
descended.

Although there was hardly a region in Central Europe but at one time
or another suffered grievous losses of population, the demographic
situation at the end of the Thirty Years War varied widely from district

1 Professor Franz’s thesis, it is fair to state, has not gone unchallenged. However, the
view that Germany suffered very serious population losses in the Thirty Years War
cannot be dismissed lightly. It issupported by new evidence of a declining trend in the price
of cereals after the middle of the seventeenth century, as well as of a noticeable recession of
grain-growing in favour of shcep-breeding in Central, East, and South Germany. See
Friedrich-Karl Riemann, Ackerbau und Viehhaltung im vorindustriellen Deutschland (Beihefte
zum Jahrbuch der Albertus-Universitit zu Konigsberg, u1) Kitzingen/Main, 1953.
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to district (see Fig. 1), the degree of depopulation depending largely on
the time, duration, and scope of military operations in the different
territories. Thus, to mention only a few extreme cases, the Palatinate
and Wiirttemberg in the south, Thuringia in Central Germany, and
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Fig. 1. Population decrease in the Holy Roman Empire during the Thirty Years War.
(After G. Franz.)

Mecklenburg and Pomerania in the north-cast, appear to have lost more
than 5o per cent of their inhabitants between 1618 and 1648. Lower
Saxony, on the other hand, by the end of the war had had time to recover
almost completely from the ravages she had suffered during the early
phases of the conflict.

Regional demographic recovery was to a certain extent a matter of
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internal migration. There had been a great deal of population movement
even during the war: not only temporary displacement—peasants taking
to the woods, or secking safety behind the walls of a neighbouring city—
but also genuine migration, as fugitives who had seen their homes go up
in flames tried to re-establish themselves in regions that had escaped
devastation. Other migratory currents were induced by religious per-
secution. Thus, to cite only one instance, large numbers of Lutheran
exiles from Austria in the decades after 1625 had found new homes in
Franconia and other Protestant territories. After the return of peace the
main stream of migrants was directed towards badly-depopulated
regions. Swiss settlers had a considerable share in the economic and
demographic rehabilitation of such territories as the Palatinate, Alsace,
and Brandenburg,

Internal migration, by reducing regional differences in relative
population density that had been caused, or become accentuated, by the
war, incidentally created conditions favourable to natural increase, which
was, of course, the chief agent of demographic recovery. There is some
evidence to suggest that post-war fertility was high. An Italian who
visited Germany soon after the war observed that the number of men
capable of bearing arms was low, but that there were plenty of children
around. Even so, and notwithstanding the fact that the plague dis-
appeared from Central Europe about 1700, a drastically depopulated
territory such as Wiirttemberg did not regain its former demographic
strength before 1730. In other German regions, especially in the north-
eastern parts of the country andin Silesia, the heavy population losses of
the Thirty Years War resulted in the spread of the Gutsherrschaft, as
aristocratic landowners appropriated many vacant peasant holdings and
added them to their estates, which were farmed for profit with the help
of semi-servile smallholders. Though perhaps deplorable from a social
point of view, this development did not necessarily retard demographic
recovery. The existence of a numerous rural proletariat in such Prussian
provinces as East Prussia, Kurmark, Neumark, or in Pomerania did not
prevent their populations from doubling, or more than doubling, in the
following century.

The demographic catastrophe which befell the German people in the
decades after 1618 had no parallel in other countries, even though many
of them also passed through periods of adversity in the first half of the
seventeenth century. Switzerland was swept by a pestilential wave of
great violence in 1610-11. In the city of Basle, for which we have un-
commonly good figures, more than half of its 12,000 inhabitants sick~
ened, and nearly one-third died of this plague, while the small town of
Winterthur lost almost half its population. A new outbreak in 1615-16,
though considerably weaker, is known to have carried off about one-
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eighth of the population of Geneva. In 1629-31 the country again
suffered heavy losses, as a terrible epidemic of plague spilled over from
Italy in the wake of the Mantuan War of Succession. That disease is no
respecter of frontiers was demonstrated once more in the second half of
the fourth decade, when war-begotten plague invaded Switzerland from
neighbouring Germany.

In view of this gloomy epidemiological record it is rather surprising
that the country should have been able to hold its own demographically
in the first half of the seventeenth century. Yet such apparently was the
case, at any rate in the Cantons of Berne and Ziirich. In the former, the
number of ‘hearths’ counted in 1653 was 60 per cent higher than in
1558-9. The population of the Ziirich Landschaft, estimated at 70,000
85,0001n 158, seems to have risen to about 90,000 by 1650. Even though
some of the increase in both these cases is likely to have occurred in the
decades before 1610, the impact of the subsequent epidemics on the rural
population cannot have been quite as heavy as some of the urban figures
might lead one to assume. In any case, the country was spared the worst
ravages of war. Only Graubiinden and the adjacent Valtelline, one of the
strategic areas of seventeenth-century Europe, saw a good deal of
campaigning and troop movements, and suffered grievously. But the
rest of the Swiss Confederacy, with the exception of some frontier
districts, escaped serious harm.

The contrast between war-torn Germany and tranquil Switzerland
was striking indeed. ‘The country’, wrote a contemporary German
author, ‘appeared to me so strange compared with other German lands,
as if T had come to Brazil or China. There I saw the people going about
their business in peace; the stables were filled with livestock, the farm
yards teeming with chickens, geese and ducks. Nobody stood in fear of
the foe, nobody dreaded pillage, nobody was afraid of losing his property,
his limbs, or his life.’

The second half of the seventeenth century was an uneventful period
in the history of the Swiss people. While a goodly number of their sons
still went abroad to fight the battles of foreign monarchs, the country
successfully avoided embroilment in international conflicts. As for
epidemics, there was one other outbreak of plague, in 1667-8; but it
remained localized, and was, moreover, the last of these dreadful visita-
tions.

In these circumstances population growth, which must have been
interrupted in the first half of the century, was resumed. It is estimated
that by 1700 the country numbered 1-2 million inhabitants, about 200,000
more than in 1600—and this despite the fact that in the course of the

1 Hans Jacob Christoph von Grimmelshausen, Der abenteuerliche Simplicissimus (1669),
bk. v, chap. 1.
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seventeenth century some 300,000 Swiss had left home, the majority of
them mercenaries and the rest colonists who helped to resettle some of
the depopulated regions of Germany.

The political and military factors which had begun to shape the
demographic pattern of the Low Countries in the last decades of the
sixteenth century remained operative after 1600. The Twelve Years
Truce (see above, p. 41) was too brief a respite for recovery to make
much headway; and when it expired, in 1621, the Spanish Netherlands
once again became a battle-ground, while the United - Provinces
managed, as they had done before, to keep the enemy out. In the cir-
cumstances demographic developments in the south and in the north
continued to diverge. The difference was summed up tersely by a
Spanish envoy. ‘I have come on to Amsterdam where I now am’,
reported the Abbé Scaglia in 1627, ‘and find all the towns as full of
people as those held by Spain are empty.’

When these words were written the end of the fighting was not yet
in sight: two more decades were to elapse before the Southern Nether-
lands were able to settle down to peaceful pursuits. By this time the
country lay prostrate, and even half a generation after the cessation of
hostilities reconstruction had barely set in. This is how the Estates of
Brabant described the state of their province as late as 1663.

Through the long troubles and wars the country of Brabant—both the walled

towns, big and small, and the liberties and villages of the countryside—have

changed greatly; they are depopulated, ruined, and spoiled. The houses in

many places are burned, thrown down, and derelict; the land is neglected,

an completely waste in many spots—a dwelling place for the birds of the
eavens.

The quantitative evidence at our disposal does nothing to detract
from these statements. The results of two censuses held in Brabant in
1693 and 1709 reveal that the duchy (within its then existing borders)
numbered only slightly more inhabitants (373,000) at the turn of the
seventeenth century than must be assumed to have lived in the same
territory in 1526 (363 000). Keeping in mind that, under the somewhat
more favourable circumstances prevailing in the second half of the
seventeenth century, demographic recovery must have made some
strides, one is forced to conclude that the population losses suffered
dunng the Eighty Years War (1568-1648) wiped out all the gains
achieved during the relatively peaceful and prosperous period from 1526
to 1568.

Though we havenoglobal data for Flanders the figures available for the
chdtellenie of Audenarde show convincingly that the demographic
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development in this part of the Spanish Netherlands was remarkably
similar to that of Brabant. The pre-war number of households in twenty-
seven parishes, having tumbled from 4,372 to 2,520 between 1557 and
1600, was barely reached again by 1698, when 4,385 ménages were
counted. Another set of figures, illustrating population trends in the
district of Veurne-Ambacht (West Flanders), also indicates the opera-
tion of strong depressive forces in the seventeenth century. Demographic
conditions in the Prince-Bishopric of Liége, where industrialization pro-
ceeded apace after the middle of the seventeenth century, may have
differed favourably from those in neighbouring regions; but we have no
figures to prove it.!

As usual, it was the countryside and the smaller towns rather than the
cities that suffered most from depopulation in wartime. The latter, as
a rule, were well defended and supplied, and for these reasons proved
attractive to country dwellers as places of refuge in times of peril. Such
influx probably accounts for the fact that Ghent, so far from declining,
achieved considerable demographic gains during the troubled first half
of the seventeenth century. The same apparently was true of Malines
and Li¢ge. The population of Antwerp, too, after its precipitous drop
in the 1570’s and 1580’s, resumed a steady, if not spectacular, growth
which continued throughout the seventeenth century.

The enthusiastic and often envious testimony of contemporaries to
the populousness of the Dutch Republic leaves little doubt about the
favourable demographic evolution of the United Provinces in this
period, though unfortunately it cannot be illustrated by any global
figures. In a century when statesmen and writers were much concerned
with promoting population increase the Dutch were held up asa model,

‘a brave people, rich, and full of Cities . . .; they swarm with people as
Bee-hives with Bees’ (Anonymous, England’s Great Happiness. London,
1677).

In Holland, the most advanced of the Seven Provinces, urbanization
had indeed gone very far, as early as the beginning of the seventeenth
century. In 1622 fully 60 per cent of the population were townsfolk;
and of these the great majority—three-quarters, to be exact—lived in
ten cities of more than 10,000 inhabitants. Among these there were at
_least two—Leiden and Haarlem, with 45,000 and 40,000 inhabitants
respectively—which by contemporary standards must be classified as
very large, and onc veritable giant, Amsterdam, with 105,000 in-
habitants. Even Italians, natives of the most highly urbanized country
of early modern Europe, were strongly impressed with Holland’s
precocious development. Nowhere else, wrote the Venetian ambassador

! We do know that in 1790 as many as 83,224 inhabitants were counted in Li¢ge (cité
and suburbs).
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Trevisano in 1619, were so many flourishing cities to be found in such a
narrow compass. Had he but known that a hundred years later all these
Dutch cities would be more populous still! Haarlem and Amsterdam,
for instance, having both undertaken extensions in 1610-11, found it
imperative once more to enlarge their areas, in 1671-2 and 1658 re-
spectively. Amsterdam’s population by 1700 cannot have fallen far short
of 200,000. Rotterdam, where about 20,000 inhabitants were counted
in 1622, by the middle of the following century was estimated to number
56,000.1 The population of Leiden, though decimated three times by
violent epidemics, increased from 45,000 to approximately 70,000
between 1622 and 1685, but declined sharply in the following decades
with the collapse of the boom in the city’s textile industry.

Although the secular development of seventeenth-century Holland
was undoubtedly more favourable than that of her neighbours, her
demographic history was not altogether free of temporary setbacks.
The Dutch, for all their reputed cleanliness, were no more immune to
plague than other people, major outbreaks being reported for the years
1623-5, 1635—7, 1654-5, and 1663~4.2 The bitter struggles against the
French, especially in 1672, when the greater part of the Republic was
overrun by the enemy and the defenders had to resort to the desperate
measure of cutting their dams, must also have caused serious reverses.
However, it would appear from all accounts that recovery was always
speedy. ‘If a plague come, they [sc. the cities of Holland] are fill'd up
presently . . .; they do all this by inviting all the World to come and
live among them’ (Anonymous, England’s Great Happiness. London,
1677). Indeed, Holland’s astonishing urban growth in the first half of the
seventeenth century seems to have been due, in no small measure, to an
uncommonly liberal immigration policy. If most Dutch cities were pre-
pared to open their doors wide to fellow-Netherlanders and foreign co-
religionists, others like Amsterdam welcomed even Portuguese Jews
and Marranos.

While the Dutch were the envy of Europe because of their increasing
numbers, seventeenth-century Spain became proverbial as a state whose
population was declining. Her enemies gleefully took notice, while her
natives worriedly complained, of the country’s depopulation. However,
early Spanish data being what they are, it is exceedingly difficult to
ascertain how serious it was, and when exactly it occurred. Indeed, the
statistical evidence bearing on these questions is so ambiguous that it
was possible for a level-headed student of demographic history such as

1 This contemporary estimate, even though it may have erred on the high side, is still
worth quoting: it cannot have been wildly wrong.

2 It will be observed that three of these four epidemics coincided with, or preceded, great
pestilential outbreaks in London.
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Karl Julius Beloch to advance the view that there was no decline at all
in this period. With this opinion not many historians will concur;
it is known that almost all the manufacturing cities of Castile suffered a
catastrophic decline in population between the censuses of 1594 and
1604; Valladolid, Toledo and Segovia, for example, lost more than half
of their inhabitants. However, it should be admitted that population
trends varied from province to province. If the figures presented in
Tables 15-19 mean anything at all there must have occurred a sharp drop
in numbers, at any rate during the first half of the seventeenth century,
in the kingdoms of Castile, Aragon, and Valencia, while the population
of Navarre remained about stationary and that of Catalonia (including
the city of Barcelona) increased appreciably in the course of the seven-
teenth century. On balance, Spain may have lost about a quarter of its
inhabitants between 1600 and 1700.

Even the most cursory study of Spanish history will suggest ample
reasons why the country should have found it difficult to maintain, let
alone raise, its level of population in the period under review. The
seventeenth century is known to have opened with an epidemic whose
disastrous demographic effects were reflected in a sharp upswing of

Table 15. Spain (Castile)

Number of heads |Percentage change over the | Annual percentage
Year of families preceding year for which | change in each
(vecinos) information is available interval
1501 1,340,320
1646 807,903 —39'7 —072
1723 965,610 +19°5 + 025

Source: Albert Girard, ‘Le chiffre de la population de 'Espagne dans les temps
modernes’, Revue d’Histoire Moderne, u1 (1928), 429.

Table 16. Spain (Aragon)

Number of heads | Percentage change over the| Annual percentage
Year of families preceding year for which change in the
(vecinos) information is available interval
1603 70,084
1650 22,688 —68-0 —14

Source: Albert Girard, op. cit., p. 432.
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Table 17. Spain (Valencia)

49

Percentage change over the| Annual percentage
Year Number of houses | preceding year for which change in the
information is available interval
1609 97,372
1714 76,524 —21'4 ~-0'20
Source: Albert Girard, op. cit., p. 433.
Table 18. Spain (Navarre)
Number of heads | Percentage change over the| Annual percentage
Year of familics preceding year for which change in the
(vecinos) information is available interval
1587 41,901
1678 43,184 +3°1 +003
Source: Albert Girard, op. cit., pp. 433 ff.
Table 19. Spain (Catalonia)
Number of heads | Percentage change over the| Annual percentage
Year of families preceding year for which change in the
(vecinos) information is available interval
1553 65,394
1717 124,032 + 897 +o'55
Source: Albert Girard, op. cit., p. 433.

money wages, as well as real wages, in the following decade. The
expulsion of the 275,000 Moriscos in 1609, even if exaggerated notions
of its economic effccts be discounted, further weakened the demographic
strength of the nation, while the number of Irish refugees arriving in
Spain in the course of the seventeenth century was hardly large enough
to offset these losses. Emigration to the colonies, though sometimes
mentioned by contemporaries as a cause of depopulation, was of no
great significance quantitatively. More important, no doubt, was the
loss of manpower caused by warfare: not so much by the numerous

campaigns in distant lands, which, while conducted under Spanish
4 CEHIV
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colours, were largely fought with the help of foreign mercenaries, but
by the long and sanguinary conflict with Portugaﬂ164o—68). Of the
modus operandi of still another factor which has often been cited as one
of the main causes of Spanish depopulation one cannot be equally cer-
tain. Enough is known about the economics of a declining population to
warrant the query whether Spain’s economic decadence in the seven-
teenth century was not, perhaps, as much a consequence as it was a cause
of her demographic recession. Contemporaries apparently were in-
clined to think so. It was lack of capimim and manpower (‘la falta de
haciendas y de las personas’), a member of the Spanish Council of State
declared in 1624, that was at the root of the country’s economic
troubles.

What little is known about the secular rhythm of demographic
growth and decline in Portugal suggests that development there was
similar to that of Spain. An earlier phase of growth (see Table 10) scems
to have been cut short before the end of the sixteenth century. For the
disastrous war of 1578-80, accompanied as it was by epidemics and
famine, must have reduced numbers drastically. Nor apparently did the
following decades bring any decisive recovery: the number of men of
military age returned in 1636 was only slightly higher than the cor-
responding figure obtained in 1580. The long struggle for liberation
from the Spanish yoke after 1640 may have caused further losses.
However, towards the end of the seventeenth century, at the onset of a
long period of economic prosperity, Portugal appears to have entered
upon another phase of sustained demographic expansion, sufficiently
vigorous to carry her population towards the two-million level by 1732.

The secular demographic trend of seventeenth-century Italy was
dominated by the effects of two of the worst epidemics in the country’s
history: the plagues of 1630-1 and 16567 were largely responsible for
the fact that most Italian cities and territories by 1700 were no more,
and some appreciably less, populous than they had been a hundred years
earlier. This is not to imply that the population of Italy, but for these
catastrophes, would have continued to expand at a rate comparable to
that achieved in many parts of the country during periods of quiescence
in the preceding century. The secular stagnation of the Italian economy
in the period under review would probably have militated against
demographic expansion in any case.

As a matter of fact, there were definite indications, as eatly as the last
decade of the sixteenth and the first years of the seventeenth century, that
growth was slowing down here and there, for instance in Stlua?; (see
Table s, p. 21) and in the cities of Florence and Pavia, or that it was even
turning negative, as was the case with Venice (1586 149,000 inhabitants;
1624: 142,000 inhabitants), Boiogna (both city and diocese), Ferrara, and
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Siena. Our evidence of incipient demographic stagnation, it will be
noted, is based not only on urban instances (which might be explained
in terms of local economic distress exercising an adverse influence on the
flow of immigration from the countryside), but also on territorial
data.

The supposition that the population of Italy—at any rate in some
districts—was beginning to press on its resources of land is, perhaps, nota
far-fetched one. It can be supported by reference to the Sicilian famines
of 1590-1 and 1607-8, and the demographic recession in the city and
diocese of Bologna mentioned above. It probably was no accident that
this latter region, having been spared by the great plague in the 1570’s,
should have been struck cspecially hard by the famine which visited all
Italy in 1590-1. One may also see some significance in the fact that it was
in those very years of widespread dearth that an Italian author, Giovanni
Botero, developed a theory expounding the natural limitations of
population increase: his Della ragione di Stato was first published in 1589.
However, there is of course no telling when and in what form Malthusian
checks would have begun to operate in full force had not the plagues of
1630 and 1656 wiped out a large part of the Italian population.

It can be stated with confidence that the first of these epidemics carried
off rather more than a third of the urban,! and probably not much less
than a third of the rural and small-town inhabitants? of Piedmont,
Lombardy, Venetia, and Emilia. Tuscany was affected, too, but seems
to have got off a little more lightly. Twenty-six years later it was the
turn chiefly of those regions that had escaped theearlier visitation : central
and southern Italy, Liguria, and the island of Sardinia. Once again,
mortality in the cities was appalling. Naples, Benevento, Salerno, and
Genoa each lost about half of their inhabitants. The city of Rome, thanks,
perhaps, to a strict quarantine imposed by the Papal Commissioner of
Health, was fortunate enough to escape with a Joss of only 10 per cent of
its population. The impact of the plague on the provinces of the kingdom
of Naples varied widely from district to district. The average loss (includ-
ing the city of Naples) may have amounted to about one-eighth of the
inhabitants. The total of victims in the papal states of central Italy
probably remained below 10 per cent of the pre-plague population.
Sicily, if it was touched at all by this epidemic, cannot have suffered
much. Sardinia, too, escaped with minor losses, only to be hit by a
terrible famine in 1680, which reduced the population of the island
from 300,000 (census of 1678) to 230,000 (census of 1688).

t Losses ranged from 229, in Bologna to as high as 609, in Cremona and Verona. The
fortress-city of Mantua, having gone through a siege and a sack, lost about 709, of her
population.

2 In the province of Verona losses amounted to one-half, in the States of the House
of Este (Modena and Reggio) to 20-30%, of the pre-plague population.
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It would be tedious to retrace the road to recovery in the various
regions of Italy step by step. Suffice it to say that the demographic
resilience of the country was barely high enough to neutralize the effects
of the two great epidemics before the end of the century. Most of the big
cities (Naples, Venice, Milan, Genoa, Palermo, Messina) and some of the
smaller ones (e.g. Pavia) had fewer inhabitants in 1700 than they had had
a hundred years before. The population of the country asa whole by the
end of the seventeenth century seems to have been more or less the same
as in 1600. Even Sicily, notwithstanding the fact that the island, except
for a relatively mild outbreak of plague in 1624, had been free from
major epidemics, achieved only an insignificant increment in this period
(1607: 1,100,000 inhabitants; 1713 1,121,000 inhabitants).

The spectre of plague loomed as large in seventeenth-century England
as it did in contemporary Italy. True, even the worst English epidemics
in this period seem to have been somewhat less lethal than the two
Italian outbreaks; but then their frequency was much greater. London
was struck in 1603, 1625, 16367, and 1665—not to mention a long
sickly season in the 1640’s, which produced a higher total of deaths from
plague than the preceding epidemic of 1636-7. Since the population of
London in any of these years can only be roughly guessed at, it is im-
possible to say with any certainty what proportion of its inhabitants fell
victim to these various epidemics. It would seem, though, that plague
casualties and deaths from other causes did not exceed 25 per cent in 1603
and 1625, and 30 per cent in 1665. (The flare-up of 16367 was relatively
mild.) However, the total number of plague deaths between 1600 and
1665—upwards of 170,000—was not much lower, and possibly a little
higher, than the total population of London ‘within the Bills of
Mortality’ in the latter years of Queen Elizabeth.

If Rickman’s figures could be trusted to reflect accurately the trend, if

Table 20. England and Wales

. Estimated number | Lereentage change over the| Annual percentage

ear of inhabitants p'rccedmg.yea‘r for yvhlch chapgc in each
information is available interval

1600 4,811,718

1630 5,600,517 +164 +o055

1670 5,773,646 +31 +0-08

1700 6,045,008 +47 + 01§

Source: J. Rickman, ‘Estimated Population of England and Wales, 1570-1750",
Great Britain: Population Enumeration Abstract (1843), xxx, 36 £.
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not the actual numbers,? of population in seventeenth-centuryEngland
and Wales, one would have to conclude that the impact of plague on the
country as 2 whole was much weaker than that produced by the Italian
epidemics of the period. On the face of it such a discrepancy might seem
to be not unlikely. After all, England was much less urbanized than
Italy: apart from the ‘Great Wen’, there were only four cities with
more than 10,000 inhabitants—Norwich, Bristol, York, and Exeter.
Might it not be presumed that in a country like this crowd-diseases
tended to be much less severe ? However the evidence at our disposal
does not bear out such an optimistic assumption. It is known that even
small provincial towns, such as Chester, Shrewsbury, Colchester, Hull,
Newcastle upon Tyne, and others, were often hit as hard as, and some-
times far harder than, the capital: at Newcastle, for instance, more than
5,000 persons died of plague from 7 May to 31 December 1636, while
Colchester lost about as many inhabitants during an epidemic in 1665-6.
These figures betoken monstrous death rates. Still, there remains the
evidence, presented in Table 20, of moderate secular growth; but such
figures may well require correction. That the population of England and
Wales was somewhat larger at the end of the seventeenth century than
it had been at the beginning, few would deny. Even the order of
magnitude of the secular percentage increase suggested by Rickman’s
data (25 per cent) looks reasonable enough.? The virtual standstill in the
period from 1630 to 1670 also conforms to expectations; for, with the
exception of a few bountiful harvests in the mid-fifties and in the latter
half of the seventh decade, this period was one of chronic dearth. What
is, perhaps, a little more doubtful is whether the secular increment was
really achieved, mainly if not wholly, in the first thirty years of the
seventeenth century (as Rickman’s figures would indicate), or whether it
was not rather the last third of the century that produced most of the
demographic advance;3 the plagues of 1603 and 1625 and the severe
economic depressions of the 1620’s would hardly have been conducive
to population growth.

To be sure, the English birth-rate may have been somewhat lower in

¥ Rickman’s figures undoubtedly are much too high. Even Gregory King’s estimate of
the population of England and Wales in 1688 (5-s millions) may have to be subjected to a
slight downward revision. See D. V. Glass, ‘ Gregory King’s Estimate of the Population of
England and Wales, 1695°, Population Studies, m (1949-50), 338 fI., esp. 358.

2 For the period from 1570 to 1670 Rickman's figures suggest an average increment of
four-tenths of 19, per annum. This appears to be have been exactly the rate of growth
achieved by twelve Worcestershire parishes between 1563 and 1665. See D. E. C. Eversley,
*“A Survey of Population in an Area of Worcestershire from 1660-1850 on the Basis of
Parish Records’, Population Studies, X (1956-57), 253~79.

3 Though it would be hazardous to generalize from the population figures of a single
county the estimates given for Derbyshire by R. Morden (Description of England, 1704,
p- 33, quoted by J. D. Chambers, The Vale of Trent 1670-1800, p. 39) deserve to be quoted
in support of our view: ‘1676 . . . 68,000, 1704 . . . 127,000
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the period from 1670 to 1740 than it had been in the seventy years from
1560 to 1630. Moreover, the ‘seven ill years’ at the end of the century
(1692—9)—a time of very high food prices and endemic ‘fevers’—seem
to have caused a noticeable, if only temporary, rise of the death rate, at
least in some provincial towns and country parishes. But over the whole
period, from 1670 to 1700, the virtual disappearance of the plague from
England—the great epidemic of 1665—6 (followed by a delayed out-
break at Peterborough, in 1667) was the last—should have brought
about a significant reduction of mortality.

This is not to overlook the fact that smallpox, which had already
become an alarming disease in the first half of the seventeenth century,
was turning into a powerful killer after the Restoration: 30,000 deaths
from smallpox were recorded in the London Bills of Mortality during
the two decades from 1670 to 1689, accounting for 7 per cent of deaths
from all causes. Nor are we unmindful of the prevalence throughout this
period of ‘malignant fevers’ (probably typhus in the majority of cases),
‘consumption and tissick’ (pulmonary tuberculosis), ‘griping in the
guts’ (probably infantile diarrhoea in the majority of cases), and other
crowd diseases which continued to exact a heavy toll of life, especially
among the poorer classes of the metropolis. But when all is said, the
complete cessation of plague epidemics after 1666 and a secular upswing
in England’s economy must have brought a modicum of relief. An
average annual increment over the last third of the seventeenth century
of something like one-half of 1 per cent—a rate of growth which, as
will be seen, corresponds closely to that achieved by England’s popula-
tion in the period from 1700 to 1750—would seem to be well within the
realm of possibility.

Demographic trends in seventeenth-century Scotland, judging from
the country’s epidemiological record, cannot have diverged very widely
from those of England. However, the peaks of pestilential seasons in
Scotland—1606 and 1647-8—do not seem to have coincided with major
outbreaks of plague south of the border: and the Scots were delivered
from this ancient scourge twenty years sooner than their English
neighbours. For the rest, the people of Scotland suffered as badly as the
English, or worse, from all sorts of * sore fluxes and strange fevers’ during
that period of dearth and famine, the 1690’s, which were years of acute
distress and abnormally high mortality in most countries of Europe.

Ireland, after a stormy decade at the beginning of the seventeenth
century, got a chance to recuperate demographically during the thirty
years of relative peace and prosperity which preceded the Rebellion of
1641. However, the next ten years of turmoil, culminating, in the late
forties, in famine and epidemics of plague and smallpox, must have
left the country in a state of demographic exhaustion. The estimates of
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William Petty, who, in 1672 and 1687, put the population of Ireland at
only 1-1 million and 1-3 million respectively, may indeed have been too
low; but they indicate that a qualified contemporary observer still
looked upon the country as sadly depopulated a generation after the
catastrophe. Indeed, to William Petty the situation must have appeared
so grave as to warrant even desperate measures for promoting demo-
graphic recovery. To what lengths he was prepared to go in his schemes
for raising Irish fertility may be gathered from his memorandum ‘On
Marriages’,! in which he advocated a radical, if only temporary,
liberalization of sexual relations. However, over the next one hundred
years peace and the potato patch were to provide less drastic yet more
effectual remedies for depopulation.

It is to be expected that upon completion of an ambitious research
project aiming at systematic analysis of a large number of French parish
registers the main lines of the demographic history of early modern
France will emerge more clearly than they can be discerned at present.
Unfortunately, these explorations are only in their beginning, and for
the time being any statement about the trends of French population in
the seventeenth century must be regarded as more or less conjectural.

If, as the late Ferdinand Lot once suggested, the French Wars of
Religion equalled or surpassed in ferocity even the Hundred Years War,
the settlement brought about by Henry IV in the last years of the
sixteenth century must have marked a turning point in the country’s
demographic history. Indeed, there is some scattered evidence that the
first three decades of the seventeenth century, though by no means
entirely tranquil, did produce an upswing of the secular trend. In
the absence of devastating epidemics and major subsistence crises, the
French population seems to have grown quite rapidly. However, the
years from 1628 to 1638, with famines and violent plagues raging at
various times in many parts of the country, must have brought serious
reverses, if not everywhere, at any rate in the Midi, but also in Poitou,
and the valley of the Loire. Lorraine, Alsace and Burgundy, having been
drawn into the vortex of the Thirty Years War, may have suffered
even heavier losses than other regions, especially in 1636-7, when
invasion by a hostile army was followed by plague and famine.

Another grave demographic crisis developed about the middle of the
century, during the troubles of the Fronde. Hunger and disease, the usual
concomitants of man-made chaos, on this occasion were aggravated by
adverse seasons: we know that the years 1646-52 produced very poor
crops, not only in France, but in many other parts of Europe. The parish
records examined so far clearly show the magnitude of this crisis: in

t The Petty Papers, ed. by the Marquis of Lansdowne, i (London, 1927), sof.
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one of the villages of the Beauvaisis more than one-third of the popula-
tion perished.

Ten years later, in 1660-2, famine strikes again; and once again dearth
and shortages in France, though possibly more pronounced than else-
where, are partof a general pattern, with grain selling at famine or near-
famine prices in England, the Low Countries, and Germany. Passing
over two minor subsistence crises in 1674—s and 1679, we reach what may
have been the most disastrous episode in the demographic history of
seventeenth-century France, the great famine of 1693-4. The hardships
and horrors created by this catastrophe, especially among the rural poor,
have often been described, and contemporaries have left us estimates of
population losses. Thus, as eatly as January 1694, 4,000 of the 25,000 or
26,000 inhabitants of the city of Rheims were reported to have died
within the past six months—there was still halfa year to go until the next
harvest! In the south, especially in Armagnac, conditions were, if any-
thing, even more appalling. According to a statement made by the
archbishop of Auch, the population of his diocese in 1694 was only a
quarter of what it had been three years before; deaths from disease, and
migration, accounted for the losses. A report submitted by the Intendant
at Montauban confirms this picture of desolation. ‘ The sterility of the
previous years’, he wrote in 1695, “has carried off one-half or two-thirds
of the population of [these] parishes, so that in many places there are not
enough people left to cultivate the soil. . . . It is worst in Armagnac, and
it may be necessary to bring in colonists from neighbouring provinces
to repopulate that region.” Even if, as these last words clearly imply,
things were not equally bad in all parts of the kingdom, samples of local
population losses collected from regions as far apart as Normandy, the
Beauvaisis, the Blois district, and the Lyonnais leave no doubt that the
demographic crisis was a general one.

In view of this latest catastrophe, and keeping in mind that the country
appears to have lost some 175,000 Protestant citizens by emigration
during the last decades of the seventeenth century, one can hardly assume
that France was any more densely settled in 1700 than she had been fifty
or seventy years earlier. To be sure, with more than nineteen million
inhabitants—the grand total of the figures returned by the Intendants
at the end of the seventcenth century—the kingdom probably was some-
what more populous than under Louis XIII; but the increase was due
neither to natural growth nor to net gains from migration, but solely to
territorial acquisitions under the Treaties of Westphalia (1648), the
Pyrenees (1659), Aix-la-Chapelle (1668), and Nijmegen (1678). From a
demographic point of view, the seventeenth century cannot be described
as the Grand Siécle of French history.

Swedish population increase, apparently very slight during the
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period 1560-1630, seems to have accelerated somewhat in the following
two generations, which yielded an estimated increment of about 25 per
cent. However, even this moderate gain in numbers may have involved a
substantial lowering of the standard of living.! After 1695 growth ceased
altogether and was not resumed before 1720. The population of Finland,
after a spell of vigorous growth from the middle of the seventeenth
century to the early 1690’s, suffered an even greater setback in conse-
quence of a disastrous famine which struck the country in 1696-7.
Denmark had been afflicted by a similar demographic catastrophe in the
1650’s.

The demographic history of seventeenth-century Poland, like that of
her western neighbour, was marked by serious reverses. Developments
were dominated by the calamitous effects on life and property of the
wars and Cossack revolts which engulfed the entire country after 1648.
Egon Vielrose has estimated that the population of the kingdom declined
from 3,200,000 to 2,250,000 between 1578 and 1662. Samples collected
by other Polish scholars for various regions moreover show drastic
declines in the number of baptisms during the decades 165060, 167080,
and 1710-20. Generalizing from these statistics one may conclude that
the depopulation of the Polish countryside and the small towns after
1648 was about as great as that incurred by Germany in the first half of
the century, during the Thirty Years War.

Information about developments in the Balkans, though scanty,
suffices to establish the fact that there, too, the rising demographic trend
of the sixteenth century was followed by stagnation or decline. * Between
1600 and 1700’, a recent student of the Balkan economy has told his
readers, ‘the cities of Constantinople, Adrianople, Sarejevo, Skoplje,
Novi Pazar, Belgrad, and Banja Luka experience a loss of population. . ..
In the seventeenth century, long stretches of fertile country in the
Balkans lie untilled, numerous lowlands villages have disappeared.’
Even in that distant corner of the European continent, powerful forces
making for secular demographic contraction must have been operative
in this period; but we do not know enough to identify them. The only
thing one may be reasonably certain about is that population pressure on
land was not one of them: the appearance of deserted fields and villages
precludes an explanation on Malthusian grounds.

The same may be said of Hungary. Subsequent to the establishment,
in 1541, of Turkish rule over the central and southern lowlands, a process

1 See Eli F. Heckscher, An Economic History of Sweden (Harvard Economic Studies,
xcv), Cambridge, Mass., 1954, 116. More recent studies of Swedish food budgets, while
they suggest certain modifications, do not call for any drastic revision of the views advanced
by Heckscher.

2 Traian Stoianovich, ‘Land Tenure and Related Sectors of the Balkan Economy,
1600-1800", The Journal of Economic History, Xm (1953), 399 and 402.
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of depopulation is known to have set in, the extent of which can hardly
be overestimated. When the Habsburgs reconquered the country after
1683 they recovered a virtual desert, albeit a potentially fertile one.
Thus by 1700 a ‘new country’ was opening up in Europe once again,
beckoning to immigrants who were willing to start a new life under a
strange sky. And once again they came: young peasants from the con-
gested villages of south-western Germany and Lorraine, singing mel-
ancholy farewell songs as their barges floated down the Danube into the
distant country to the east, which they vaguely referred to as ‘ Griechen-
land’. Serbian families came, some 30,000 of them, under their own
patriarch, fleeing before the Turks across the lower Danube; hard-
working Slovak colonists, descending into the fertile plains from the
highlands in the north-west; Wallachs, crossing the mountains of
Transylvania; and the ubiquitous Greek and Jew, coming from nowhere
into what was to be known as the ‘Hungarian Canaan’. However, the
history of this last ‘frontier’ movement on a grand scale in Central
Europe, if it were to be treated in greater detail, would find its proper place
in the following section of this chapter: it forms one of the aspects—at
once symptom and ancillary cause—of the demographic upswing of the

eighteenth century.

V. On the Eve of the Vital Revolution'

The historian’s understanding of past situations benefits greatly from
the fact that he, unlike any contemporary observer, knows a good deal
about subsequent development. It is only in retrospect, if at all, that
germinal forces, unnoticed or underestimated at the time, can be seen
in their true significance. However, hindsight also has its dangers. Read-
ing history backwards we are easily misled into postulating specific
‘antecedents’ and ‘early phases’ of phenomena which seem to require a
long period of gestation; and we are almost inclined to distrust our
records, if they fail to confirm our expectations.

Itis well to be on guard against this temptation when trying to appraise
the general character of the closing years of the seventeenth, and the
early decades of the eighteenth century. Certainly, as far as the demo-
graphic situation of this period is concerned, there was little if anything
to herald the impending changes. Man was still very much at the mercy
of the elements. As late as the 1690’s, as we have seen, a succession of
poor and indifferent harvests created severe subsistence~crises in almost

T A shortened version of this section was published in the Canadian Journal of

Economics and Political Science, xxam, 1-9, under the title ‘ The Vital Revolution
Reconsidered ’.
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all countries of Europe. So far from growing, the population declined
here and there, as dearth and starvation stalked through the lands from
Castile to Finland, and from Scotland to Austria. In 1698, after a serious
crop failure, certain regional death rates in Sweden are known to have
risen to 9 and 16 per cent respectively. In one Finnish province, Tavast-
land, no less than one-third of the inhabitants must be assumed to have
perished during the famine of 1696—7.! Parts of France, as has beenshown
above, had suffered comparable losses in 1693—4. An enumeration held
in the duchy of Brabant in 1709 did not reveal any gain in numbers over
those ascertained in 1693. The Kurmark, in 1728, counted slightly fewer
inhabitants than forty years earlier. The population of the city of
Milan shrank from 125,000 to 110,000 between 1688 and 1710. In
England and Scotland, the ‘seven ill years’, if they did not causea
diminution, must have checked, or at least retarded, the growth of
population. Nor was this the last visitation of the kind. The excessively
cold and long winter of 1708-9, followed as it was by widespread crop
failures, again caused intense misery and high mortality among the
poorer classes, especially in France, where this season was long remem-
bered as ‘le Grand Hiver’. In England, the scarcity did not reach famine
proportions, and its demographic effects do not seem to have been
drastic; still, the price of corn did rise very high in 1709-10, and the
London Bills of Mortality record an unusual incidence of fatal cases of
“fever’.

Meanwhile Europe had once more entered upon a phase of universal
belligerency. While the campaigns of the War of the Spanish Succession
(1701-14) were fought in the west, the nations of the north-east were
engaged in an even longer and fiercer conflict, the Great Northern War
(1699-1721).

Historians have tended to minimize the direct demographic effects of
warfare; and in general this view of things is probably correct. However,
the Great Northern War appears to have been an uncommonly sanguin-
ary affair. This may be inferred from Finnish population data from the
middle of the eighteenth century, which reveal a highly abnormal sex
distribution in all the older age groups. At that time, there was an excess
of females over males in the groups born between 1676 and 1695,
ranging from 21 per cent to as high as 68 per cent. The conclusion to be
drawn is that a significant proportion of the men who were of military
age during the period of hostilities perished in the war. The effects of
these losses on the reproductive power of the nations involved need no
emphasis.

Nevertheless, the number of military casualties, if it could be as-

I See Eino Jutikkala, ‘The Great Finnish Famine in 1696-7°, Scandinavian Economic
History Review, i (1955), 48-63.
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certained, would undoubtedly again be dwarfed by the heavy losses
inflicted upon the civilian population by war-time epidemics. While the
theatres of operations in the west (e.g. Bavaria in 1703-4) experienced the
usual flare-up of typhus, north-eastern Europe was once again invaded
by tElaguc. Though virtually extinctin the west, plague was still endemic
in the eastern parts of the continent. Asearly as 1708 the infection appears
to have spread through Poland into Silesia; and in the next few years,
undoubtedly in connection with military movements, but probably
also fomented by the food crisis of 1709-10, it invaded Brandenburg-
Prussia, the Baltic countries and Scandinavia. In the city of Danzig and
its suburbs 32,600 persons—between one-third and one-half of the
population—are reported to have died of plague during the epidemic of
1709; Copenhagen is said to have lost 21,000 persons, about a third of its
inhabitants, in 1710-11. Other cities of north-eastern Europe, such as
Konigsberg (with 8,500 deaths, approximately one-fifth of the popula-
tion), Riga, Stockholm, Karlskrona, Upsala, and Helsinki also suffered
grievously. Nor was it only the large urban centres that were afflicted.
As Siissmilch’s figures for (East) Prussia and Lithuania indicate, mortality
was heavy throughout the Baltic littoral in 1709 and 1710. In East Prussia
nearly 11,000 vacant farms are said to have been counted after the
plague.

Progressing relentlessly towards the west, the infection reached
north-western Germany in 1712, and Austria, Bohemia, and Bavaria
in 1713. However, by this time the epidemic, while still murderous in
some places—the city of Prague, if our source can be trusted, counted
about 37,000 deaths in 1713—seems to have exhausted its powers.
Before it was able to penetrate into Italy and the west of Europe the
plague ceased abruptly.

To people in western Europe it must have seemed as if their countries
had acquired some sort of immunity against plague; and events in the
following years, though very upsetting at first, could not but confirm
them in their optimism. In May 1720, a ship coming from a plague-
infested port in Syria brought the deadly disease to Marseilles. There
followed a furious outbreak, killing about 40,000 of the city’s 90,000
inhabitants. Within a few weeks after its first appearance the epidemic
was sweeping through Provence; and while in some places the losses
were relatively light, in others, especially the more populous towns and
cities, the death toll was appalling. Aix-en-Provence, Martigues, and
Saint-Remy are reported to have lost about one-third, Toulon, Auriol,
and Berre about one-half, and Arles and La Vallette about three-fourths
of their inhabitants.

The news of this catastrophe caused grave anxiety throughout
Europe. Authorities everywhere hastily decreed quarantine and other
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precautionary measures—the Pope had six of Rome’s sixteen gates
walled up so as to facilitate the inspection of incoming freight and
travellers. In England—such is the tangled skein of historical causation—
the scare produced an unexpected boom in the textile trades, as people
stopped buying French manufactures and transferred their demand to
English goods. However, the fears proved unfounded. Inexplicably, the
plague failed to spread beyond the borders of Provence and a few
adjoining districts of Languedoc; and by August 1721 it was all
over.

The sequence of crises which, often reinforcing one another, had
afflicted many nations of Europe during the 1690’s and the early years of
the eighteenth century was followed by a period which appears consider-
ably more auspicious by comparison. The 1720’s and 1730’s, on the
whole, were years of adequate and even abundant harvests in most
European regions. Endemic diseases no doubt continued to exact aheavy
toll of life; while an occasional flare-up of smallpox, typhus, dysentry or
malignant influenza, would send death-rates up momentarily, some-
times, for instance in 1727-30 in various parts of England, to a point
where they exceeded the birth-rates. However, there were no more
epidemics of plague, except that limited outbreak in Provence. Fighting
was tapering off: the Spanish succession was settled by treaty in 1714, and
Austria’s conflict with Turkey ended in 1718. The Northern War was
in its last phase, and terminated in 1721. The stage was set for demo-
graphic recovery and advance.

At this point in his narrative the historian of population, for the first
time, finds himselfin a position to support his conclusions with tolerably
reliable data arranged in time-series; though in the beginning it is only
for a very limited territory—Finland and ten counties of Sweden—that
this kind of information becomes available. In both these countries
the death-rate remained remarkably constant and low for a period of
about fifteen years following the end of the Northern War, the average
being 21-2 per mille for Sweden! and 20'8 per mille for Finland in

1721-35.

For no subsequent period during the rest of the century did the death-rate
remain at so low a level, and in spite of wide fluctuations in the death-rate in
later years it was very rare for the rate to fall again to the low level of 1721-35,
and in no year did it fall below that eatlier level. Not until the 1830’s in Sweden
and the 1870’s in Finland did the death-rate fall to a comparably low figure
(H. Gille).

1 This figure, which is based on slightly defective contemporary compilations from the
church registers, would have to be raised to 23-9 per mille, if the corrections suggested by
a regional investigation were to be applied to the whole kingdom. See Bertil Bo&thius,
‘New Light on Eighteenth-Century Sweden’, Scandinavian Economic History Review, u
(1953), 151, fn. 2.
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To some small extent, this uncommonly low death-rate can be
explained by viewing it as a function of the birth-rate. Since infant
mortality formed a very important component of total mortality in the
eighteenth century, a low birth-rate would tend to reduce the death-
rate. As a matter of fact, in consequence of the highly unfavourable age
and sex distribution referred to above, the birth-rate was relatively low
in this period, both in Sweden and in Finland. However, since the death-
rate was substantially lower still—despite local crop failures in 1725-7
—the population of the two countries was growing rapidly. In Finland
the average annual increase was 14-3 per thousand in 1722-8, and 167
per thousand in 1729-36. Inthe ten Swedish counties for which informa-
tion is available, natural growth, if somewhat slower, was also quite
impressive: the annual average was 97 per thousand in 1722-8, and 7-8
per thousand in 1729-36.

However, the time had not yet arrived when European societies
would be capable of weathering adversity well enough to produce an
excess of births over deaths year after year and decade after decade. In
Sweden, for instance, natural increase turned negative momentarily as
late as 1809-10. To be sure, the secular demographic trend was rising in
all the Scandinavian countries after 1720. Subsistence crises and epidemics
in this period were very much milder than those of the preceding
century; yet the gravest of them—for instance those of 1737-43, 1771-3,
and 1788-90—were still sufficiently powerful to slow down population
growth, and even reverse it temporarily. In no case, however, were the
losses caused by hunger and disease crippling. Finland by 17456 had
already overcome the demographic effects of the bad years after 1736.
The net losses suffered by Sweden and Norway in 1772~3 (71,000 and
17,000 respectively) did not amount to more than 2-3 and 3-5 per cent
of their populations, and were also made good within three or four years.

Demographic developments in eighteenth-century Scandinavia were
in many respects typical of what was happening elsewhere in Europe at
that time. Though the rates of growth varied widely from country to
country, population was on the increase everywhere from about 1740
onwards, and in most cases at an accelerated pace after the middle of the
century. This general trend is clearly illustrated by the figures presented
in Tables 21-3 s—whatever the reservations one may have in accepting
at their face value some of these enumerations or estimates.

Once more, none of the figures presented in these tables, with the
exception of some of the Scandinavian data, should be pressed very hard.!

I The sources of some serious errors which have vitiated most, if not all, estimates of
English population growth in the eighteenth century have been pointed out by J. T.
Krause, ‘ Changes in English Fertility and Mortality, 1781-1850°, Economic History Review,
2nd ser., X1 (August 1958), 52—70.
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Table 21. Sweden
Percentage change over the | Annual percentage
Year Num] ]li’;tn:f preceding year for which | change in each

information is available interval
1721 21,462,000)
1735 1,703,000) +16°5 +12
1750 1,781,000 +46 + o030
1775 2,021,000 +13°5 +054
1800 2,347,000 + 162 + 065

Source: H. Gille, ‘The Demographic History of the Northern European Countries
in the Eighteenth Century’, Population Studies, m (1949-50), 19. Figures in brackets are
estimates. In the light of recent investigations (see above, p. 61, fn. 1) they may have to
be scaled down somewhat.

Table 22. Finland
Percentage change over the| Annual percentage
Year I;huib::nf preceding year for which |  change in each
v information is available interval

1721 5239,000§

173$ 360,000 +24°6 + 18
1750 422,000 +17:2 +11
1775 610,000 +44°6 +1-8
1800 833,000 +341 +14

Source: H. Gille, op. dit., p. 19. Figures in brackets are estimates.

Table 23. Norway
Percentage change over the| Annual percentage
Year m’bcr (:sf preceding year for which | changein cach

tean information is available interval
1735 569,000)
1750 $91,000) +3-87 +026
177$ 718,000) +21°5 + 086
1800 883,000 +23°0 4092

Sourca: H. Gille, op. ¢it., p. 19. Figures in brackets are estimates.
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DENMARK, SICILY AND THE PAPAL STATES

Table 24. Denmark
Number of Percentage change over the| Annual percentage
Year inhabitants preceding year for which | change in each

information is available interval
1735 (777,000)
1750 (806,000) +375 +0-25
1775 (843,000) +4'59 +0.18
1800 926,000 +98s +0°39

Source: H. Gille, op. cit., p. 19. Figures in brackets are cstimates.

Table 25. Sicily (including Palermo and Messina)

Number of Percentage change over the| Annual percentage
Year : . preceding year for which |  change in each
inhabitants . S .
information is available interval
1713 (1,143,000)
1747 (1,319,000) +154 +046
1798 1,660,000 +259 4050

Source: Karl Julius Beloch, Bevolkerungsgeschichte Italiens, 1, 152. Figures in brackets

are estimates.

Table 26. Papal States
Number of Percentage change over the Annual percentage
Year . X preceding year for which | change in each
inhabitants . S . .
information is available interval
1701 1,969,000
1736 2,064,000 +4-8 +o014
1769 2,204,000 +6'8 + 021
1782 2,400,000 + 89 + 068

Source: Karl Julius Beloch, op. cit., 11, 122. The figures are totals, based partly on
enumerations, partly on estimates of territorial populations.
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Table 27. Tuscany

)

Percentage change over the | Annual percentage
Y. Number of : . in each
ear inhabitants preceding year for yvlnch changein e
information is available interval
¢. 1700 (9 50,000)
€. 1750 1,079,000 +13°5 +027
¢. 1800 1,188,000 + 100 + o020

Source: Karl Julius Beloch, op. cit., i, 237. The figures are totals, based partly on
enumerations, partly on estimates of territorial populations.

Table 28. Spain

Percentage change over the | Annual percentage
v, Number of di 3 . -
ear . - preceding year for which change in each
inhabitants A 2o . .
information is available interval
1723 (6,100,000)
1747 7,380,000 + 200 + 087
1756 8,000,000 + 8-40 +0'93
1768 9,310,000 + 164 +1:36
1787 10,410,000 +11-8 + 062

Source: Albert Girard, ‘Le chiffre de la population de I’Espagne dans les temps
modernes’, Revue de I’Histoire Moderne, 1v (1929), 6. The first of these data is no more
than a rough estimate based on enumerations of vecinos. The whole series probably
exaggerates the rate of growth.

Table 29. Portugal
Y Number of Percen‘;flge chm%e ow;:j tl}lle Ann}ixal pe}'cetr}lltagc
ear . : preceding year for whic change in the
inhabitants . 2 . .
information is available interval
1732 (1,743,000)
1801 2,032,000 + 682 + 099

Source: J. T. Montalvio Machado, loc. cit., pp. 475 f. The figure in brackets, a
contemporary estimate, may be somewhat too low, and therefore the percentage
increase given above somewhat exaggerated.

S

CEH IV
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CENTRAL EUROPE
Table 30. Duchy of Brabant

i
v i Number of | Percentage change over the E Annual pe.rccr}lltage
ear | iohabitants preceding year for which | change in the

| information is available | interval
| |

1709 ! 373,000 |

1755 ! 445,000 +19'3 i +042

1784 : 618,000 +389 | +134

Source: A. Cosemans, De Bevolking van Brabant in de XVIIde en XVIIlde Eeuw
(Brussels, 1939), 187 f. and 224. The figures are estimates based on enumerations.

Table 31. Switzerland

Percentage change over the| Annual percentage
v Number of : } X
ear . - preceding year for which change in the
inhabitants - Rotin :
information is available intervals
1700 1,200,000
1789 1,700,000 + 417 +0°43

Source: W. Bickel, Bevolkerungsgeschichte der Schweiz seit dem Ausgang des Mittelalters
(Zirich, 1947), 49 ff. Both figures are estimates, but the second is based on an (in-
complete) enumeration.

Table 32. Germany (some Prussian provinces)

Percentage change over the | Annual percentage
Number of : . .
Year inhabitant preceding year for which |  change in each

1nhabitants information is available interval

1740 2,257,000

1748 2,314,000 +2°53 +o032

1752 2,497,000 +7°91 +1°98

1778 3,487,000 +396 +1°52

1790 3,911,000 + 122 +1-o1

SoURcE: V. Inama-Sternegg and Hipke, ‘ Bevolkerungswesen: Die Bevolkerung des
Mittelalters und der neueren Zeit’, Handworterbuch der Staatswissenschaften, 4th ed., o

(Jena, 1924), 672.
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Table 33. England and Wales*
. Estimated number Percentage change ovcr.the Annual percentage
ear Sy preceding year for which | change in each
of inhabitants . 2o el .
information is available interval

1700 5,200,000

1750 6,500,000 +25 + 050
1800 9,600,000 +477 +0'95

* All three figures are estimates; that for 17001s based on Gregory King's estimate for
1688 as tentatively revised by D. V. Glass (see above, p. 53, fn. 1), that for 1800 on
the census figures of 1801 as tentatively revised by J. T. Krause (see below, p. 62, fn. 1).

Table 34. Ireland
v Estimated number | ZCreentage change over the| Annual percentage
ear finhabitants preceding year for which |  change in each

° information is available interval
1712 2,791,000
1718 2,894,000 +3-69 + 062
1725 3,042,000 + 511 + 073
1732 3,018,000 —0'80 — 001
1754 3,191,000 +5°73 4026
1767 3,480,000 +9°06 4070
1772 3,584,000 +2:99 + o060
1777 3,740,000 +4°35 +o087
1781 4,048,000 + 824 +2:06
1785 4,019,000 —072 — 002
1788 4,389,000 +921 + 306
1791 4,753,000 + 829 +2+76

Source: K. H. Connell, The Population of Ireland, 1750~1845 (Oxford, 1950), 25.
The figures are estimates, based on revised estimates of the number of houses.

Table 35. France*
Percentage change over the| Annual percentage
Year mntbgn?f preceding year for which | change in each

abitants information is available interval
¢. 1700 21,000,000
¢ 1715 18,000,000 —14°3 — 09§
¢. 1770 24,000,000 +33°3 + 061
¢. 1789 26,000,000 + 83 +044

* These figures are estimates offered by E. Levasseur, La population frangaise, 1 (Paris,
1889), 206, 213 and 216 f. They refer to France without Alsace-Lorraine.
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Yet even if they be used for no purpose other than that of demonstrating
the universal character of the demographic upswing in the eighteenth
century, their heuristic value remains very great indeed; for it is only by
taking cognizance of the universality of this phenomenon that we can
hope to understand its causal mechanism.

VL. Some Causal Factors of Secular Dynamics

It has been suspected for some time that the society which was struck
down by the Black Death about the middleof the fourteenth centuryhad
already passed from an epoch of secular economic and demographic
advance into one of incipient stagnation. The growth of population in
the preceding centuries, it seems, had created a precarious situation, as
the number of under-sized holdings increased, and settlement pene-
trated into regions of inferior soil and inclement climate. Moreover, the
progtess of clearing had led to a continuous shrinkage of the area which
maintained the animal population indispensable to medieval husbandry.
The result was either over-stocking, which must have caused the pastures
to deteriorate quickly and produced conditions favourable to epizootics,
or clse deliberate curtailment of livestock production, which was
tantamount to depriving the fields of manure, and man of some of his
sources of protein. The stage, apparently, was sct for the activation of
some of Malthus’s ‘positive checks’. The great European famine of
1315~17 may have been a first harbinger of disaster.

When the Black Death and other severe epidemics drastically re-
duced the population of Europe in the second half of the fourteenth
century, the margin of cultivation, which had been pushed dangerously
near, and even beyond, the line of rapidly diminishing returns, receded.
Productivity increased, as cereal production concentrated on the better
lands, and by 1370 grain prices started a secular downward movement.
The crudely Malthusian modus operandi would have permitted the
population to resume growth, all the more so since the new demographic
situation should have made it very much easier than previously for young
people of the lower orders to establish familics. An abundance of
vacancies enabled landless labourers to acquire holdings at reasonable
rents; and the prevailing labour shortage, in conjunction with the fall
in the price of grain, resulted in an upward trend of real wages in town
and country. Yet, as demonstrated above, population long failed to
respond to these favourable conditions.

The frequency and severity of late-medieval epidemics as well as
grave disorders in the political and social spheres tended, no doubt, both
to raise the level of mortality and to lower the birth-rate. In addition to
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these adverse factors, however, the very improvements in the economic
position of the lower classes may have militated against speedy demo-
graphic recovery. It is to be assumed on a priori grounds, and there is
some evidence to support this view,! that those improvements led to an
upward revision of the living standard, involving a partial shift from a
cereal to a meat standard of consumption. This change in consumers’
preference is reflected in the movement of relative prices of animal
products and grain, which must have intensified that Wiistung process
referred to earlier, one aspect of which was a partial ‘decerealization’ of
Europe in favour of animal husbandry.2However, given a certainlevel of
agrarian technology, five or six times as much land is required for the
raising of one calory of animal food as is needed for the production of
one calory of vegetable food. It follows that whatever relief from pressure
of population on land was afforded by the initial demographic slump
must have been partly offset by that change in the pattern of con-
sumption and production. This hypothesis helps to explain an other-
wise rather puzzling fact, namely that the later Middle Ages should have
suffered scarcely less than previous centuries from dearth and famine,3
even though man’s per capita supply of fertile land was undoubtedly
much higher in this period.# These subsistence-crises invariably en-
gendered epidemic outbreaks, and may thus have been among the chief
factors responsible for the high mortality of late-medieval times.

One further corollary of the tentative views advanced in the foregoing
paragraph should be noted. It is arguable that the relative prosperity
enjoyed by the lower orders of late-medieval society, so far from
promoting early marriagcs and high marital fertility, may have produced

I See Wilhelm Abel, ‘Wiistungen und Preisfall im spitmittelalterlichen Europa’,
Jahrbiicher fiir Nationalékonomie und Statistik, CLXV (1953), 380427 esp. 398 ff., and J. C.
Drummond and Anne Wilbraham, The Englishman’s Food (London, 1940), 52.

2 In the special circumstances of sixteenth-century England some conversion of plough-
land into pasture continued even after demographic recovery had set in. However, it was
widely recognized that the recession of arable farming had been brought about, in the
first instance, ‘by decaye or lacke of people, so that corne and other victuall grewe to be
so good cheape that they dyd suffer their plowes to decaye and their grounde lye waste.’
Tudor Economic Documents (ed. R. H. Tawney and Eileen Power), 1, 74.

3 A secular deterioration of the late-medieval climate may also have played a part.
See G. Richter, ‘ Klimaschwankungen und Wiistungsvorginge im Mittelalter’, Petermanns
geographische Mitteilungen, xcvi (1952), 249 ff.

4 The paradox was commented upon by a contemporary observer, the Florentine
chronicler Matteo Villani. ‘Men thought,” he wrote, ‘that by reason of the diminished
numbers of mankind there should be abundance of all produce of the land; yet, on the
contrary . .. everything came to unwonted scarcity and remained long thus; nay, in
certain countries, . . . there were grievous and unwonted famines.” Though couched in
moralizing language, the explanation offered by the author substantially agrees with the
one suggested above, namely a drastic rise in the standard of consumption. ‘[Men]
dissolutely abandoned themselves to the sin of gluttony, with feasts and taverns and
delight of delicate viands.” Quoted by G. G. Coulton, The Black Death (London, 1929),
67 £.
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the opposite effects. For man is determined, as a rule, fiercely to defend
any conspicuous improvement in his socio-economic position—be it
the result of individual upgrading, or of a rise in the general level of real
earnings. The son of a labourer turned leaseholder or customary tenant
was not likely to be allowed to jeopardize the newly acquired status of his
family by a hasty marriage. A farm hand or journeyman, accustomed to
meat dishes, would not calmly face a return to porridge and rye bread,
which encumbrance with a large family would entail. Medieval figures,
being what they are, do not, of course, permit us to offer anything like
conclusive proof of this contention. But there exists at least one source
which clearly demonstrates that a surprisingly large portion of the
grown-up population of a late-medieval city was indeed reluctant, or
unable, to get married. An analysis of the Ziirich tax registers of 1467
indicates that only slightly more than so per cent of the taxpayers had
spouses; about 44 per cent were single, and the rest were widowed. It
cannot be affirmed that this state of affairs was typical;! but the well-
known role of organized prostitution in late-medieval town life suggests
that it was.2 Pre-marital intercourse with women other than prostitutes
probably played an important part, too; and there is strong evidence—
though it dates only from the middle of the sixteenth century—that in
such relations coitus interruptus was freely resorted to.3 This practice not
only tended to keep the rate of illegitimate births relatively low, but, if
it was carried over into married life, would have had a depressing effect
on marital fertility. However, on this latter point our sources are silent.
It is not before the second half of the seventeenth century that we have
any positive indication of birth control within marriage.

But even without recourse to contraceptive practices (all of which
were frowned upon severely by the Church) the size of a man’s family
could be keptlow: a young fellow espousing a middle-aged woman need
not be afraid of getting too many children. We cannot offer any quantita-
tive evidence to show that such judicious selection of marriage partners,
jocularly alluded to in many an old story and in a well-known German
folk song,* was more common in the later Middle Ages than at other

1]. Krause’s calculations (‘The Medieval Household: Large or Small?,’ Economic
History Review, 2nd ser., 1X, 1957, 431) suggested that in 1377 about 669, of England’s
male poll-tax population (though only 599, of the fotal male adult population) were
married. However, these percentages were probably above the medieval average.

2 According to Martin Luther (‘ Vom ehelichen Leben’, 1522, D. Martin Luthers Werke,
Kritische Gesamtausgabe, X/2, 302), many a poor man refrains from matrimony, because he
cannot see how to provide for a family. * This is the chief obstacle to married life, and the
cause of all whoredom.’

3 See Zimmerische Chronik (ed. Karl August Barack), 2nd rev. ed. (Freiburg i.B. and
Tiibingen, 1881-2), 1, 425, and 1v, 10.

4 ‘Als ich ein jung Geselle war, nahm ich ein steinalt Weib® ( When I was a young lad, 1
took an old, old wife”).
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times. But in this age of growing guild exclusiveness marrying the
widow of a master craftsman was often the only way for an ambitious
journeyman to gain economic independence.

Still another form of family limitation—infanticide—had long been
proscribed both by Church and state. But though this heinous practice
had been greatly reduced in Christian society, it had not disappeared
entirely. English figures for the fourteenth and fifteenth centuries show
an unmistakable deficiency in the number of female children, both
among the more prosperous landholding groups and in servile families.
This anomalous sex ratio makes one suspect that some tampering with
human life may have occurred. It need not be assumed, however, thata
significant number of female babies were killed at birth. Humans are
exceedingly vulnerable creatures during the first weeks and months of
life, and neglect on the part of their mothers or nurses—not necessarily
and always conscious neglect—will result in death as surely as deliberate
infanticide.

The rise of the secular demographic trend in some European countries
after the middle of the fifteenth century, and its pronounced upswing
in all of them during the better part of the sixteenth century, are not
easily accounted for. Contemporaries speculating on the causes of the
phenomenon would point to the absence of war and pestilence; and to
the extent that their diagnosis applied to local or regional conditions,
especially in the initial phase of population growth, it may well have
been correct. Italy, during the forty years preceding the French invasion
(1454-94), was virtually at peace. To some other countries the latter
half of the fifteenth century afforded at least a modicum of relief from
the calamities of war. France saw the Hundred Years War come to an
end in 1453; and this same year brought the conclusion of an equally
savage, if much shorter, conflict in south-western Germany. In the north-
east, the Peace of Thorn (1466) put a stop to thirteen years of ferocious
fighting between Poland and the Teutonic Knights. A generation
earlier, the victory of the moderate Hussites over the extremists, and their
temporary reconciliation with the Catholics, had led to a cessation of
those furious mutual raids which had long inflicted intolerable hardships
on Bohemia and its adjacent territories.

But if some regions enjoyed a respite from slaughter and devastation
in the last decades of the medieval period, others, like the Burgundian
state and its neighbours, were still in the throes of violence during most
of that time. In the south-east, too, there was a good deal of unrest,
culminating in the conquest of Austria by King Matthias Corvinus of
Hungary (1477-85). England did not emerge from her dynastic quarrels
before 1485.
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As to the sixteenth century, it is hardly necessary to dwell upon its
bellicose and sanguinary character. The secular struggle for European
hegemony between the houses of Habsburg and Valois at one time or
another engulfed regions as far apart as the Kingdom of Naples and the
Netherlands. The bloody Peasants’ Rebellion in Germany (1524-6) is
reliably estimated to have resulted in the death of 100,000 men. There
were the Wars of Religion in Switzerland (15293 1) and France (1562-95)
already referred to, as well as a similar armed conflict in Germany
(1547-55). There was the revolt of the Netherlands against their Spanish
masters (1567 fI.) and the Seven Years Nordic War (1563-70). There was
the relentless defensive struggle along the south-eastern frontier of the
Empire against the Ottoman Power.

Amidst all these trials and tribulations the population of Europe was
growing; not, it is true, without major regional setbacks at times, but
at a secular rate sufficient to yield substantial increments in all countries
over the demographic level of 1450. Is there any indication that famine
and disease relaxed their grip on mankind in this epoch ? Of course, for
lack of comprehensive and reliable histories of subsistence-crises and
epidemics it is almost impossible to compare the aggregate weight of the
afflictions of one period with that of another. The demographic impact
of such calamities is a function, amongst other things, of their frequency,
duration, scope, and severity; and of all this not enough is known.

On balance—if one is rash enough to draw up a tentative balance sheet
of collective disasters in the face of all these uncertainties—there may
indeed have occurred a slight weakening of some, at least, of the positive
checks, not only in that relatively peaceful period from 1453 to 1494,
but also for some time thereafter. This statement must come as a surprise
in view of what has just been said about the temporal and spatial extent
of hostilities in the sixteenth century. War, pestilence, and famine very
frequently form a syndrome, the former begetting and perpetuating the
other two evils. Is it at all likely that disease and hunger diminished in an
age of almost ubiquitous and interminable warfare ?

A cursory examination of the epidemiological record of the period
under review seems to vindicate these doubts. If anything, standards of
sanitation seem to have gone from bad to worse, as new diseases are
found to bave made their appearance (or, possibly, old ones to have
changed their character) in thisage. We hear of outbreaks of a mysterious
‘sweating sickness’ in England (1485, 1508, 1517, 1529, 1551), and on the
continent (1529). Syphilis, another new scourge of mankind, within a
few years after 1494 was carried through the length and breadth of
Europe by soldiers and camp followers returning from the Italian
campaigns. Typhus, while it may have existed before, yet seems to have
become a major epidemic disease only in the sixteenth century. A louse-
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borne infection, it must have found excellent conditions for its spread
among the filthy inmates of crowded military tents and barracks. It is
known to have flared up repeatedly in various theatres of war in the
course of the sixteenth century, one of the worst outbreaks being that of
1566. It occurred among the Imperial troops sent against the Turk,
whence this disease came to be called the ‘Hungarian sickness’ by con-
temporary writers.

But when all is said, the demographic effects of these evils should not
be overrated. With the exception of typhus, a dreadful malady indeed,
whose killing power may at times have equalled that of plague, these

‘new’ diseases were not very destructive of human life. If the ‘English
Sweat’ received a good deal of attention from terrified observers, this
was due to its novelty, to the dramatic suddenness with which this
strange disease attacked its victims, and perhaps also to the fact that it
seemed to show a tendency to strike members of the well-to-do classes
rather than the poor. However, mortality incidental to the sweating
sickness apparently was not very high. The epidemics, except for one
outbreak, remained confined to England; and in any case nothing more
is heard of this illness after 1551. Syphilis at the time of its explosive
spread, after 1494, had all the marks of an exceedingly virulent and
malignant infection. But within a generation it appears to have changed
its nature, turning into the kind of insidious malady for which it has
been known ever since: a disease likely to shorten the lives of its victims
(and to reduce their procreative faculty), but not lethal in the short run.
Another disease, fated to play a deleterious role in the seventeenth and
eighteenth centuries—smallpox—apparently did not yet loom large
among the great epidemic scourges of this period. For the rest, it is
necessary to emphasize that differential diagnosis was, and long con-
tinued to be, in a rudimentary state. Except in cases where his sources
clearly comment on the appearance of buboes or of carbuncles and dark
spots on the skin of the patient it is seldom possible for the modern
epidemiologist to identify with any certainty from the descriptions given
by contemporaries a crowd-disease of earlier times.

Even so, it is safe to say that in the period under review and for some
time to come plague retained its rank as the worst killer of all. This being
the case, it would be all the more significant to find indications that its
power was waning, or the resistance of the population increasing. If it
could be shown that outbreaks of plague were, on the whole, milder,
shorter, or less numerous than in the preceding century, this would
provide us with an important clue to the causes underlying the demo-
graphic upswing after 1450. Let it be said once more that, with the
information available at present, no definite statement about these
matters can be offered. On the face of it, the epidemiological record
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certainly does not indicate any spectacular weakening of the plague.
If anything, we hear more about pestilential outbreaks in this period than
before; but the fact that documentation for post-medieval times is
generally more abundant probably accounts for that. As a matter of
fact, there is some evidence to suggest that mortality incidental to
plague may have declined, not to any striking extent, but perhaps
sufficiently to cause a slight secular downward trend of the general
death-rate in the century after 1450 or 1470. What seems to have
happened is that the plague, formerly known swiftly to overrun whole
countries had, for the time being, turned into a more localized disease.
‘Plague’, writes Dr Charles Creighton, the noted historian of epidemics
in Britain, ‘henceforth [i.e. after the middle of the fifteenth century]
is seldom universal; it becomes more and more a disease of the towns,
and when it does occur in the country, it is for the most part at some few
limited spots.” This impression is confirmed by the statement of a
competent contemporary observer. ‘They have some little plague in
England well nigh every year’, the Venetian ambassador in London
reported in 1554, ‘for which they are not accustomed to make sanitary
provisions, as it does not usually make great progress.” A German writer of
the earlier part of the sixteenth century, Paul Lang, the author of the
Naumburg Chronicle, also comments on the sporadic and endemic
character of the plague. ‘It is remarkable and astonishing’, he writes,
‘that the plague should never wholly cease, but that it should appear
every year here and there, making its way from one place to another,
from one country to another. Having subsided at one time, it returns
within a few years by a circuitous route.’! In Sweden, no general out-
break of plague seems to have occurred between 1495 and 1565.

To suggest that the epidemic power of plague was somewhat dimin-
ished (or man’s resistance strengthened) is not to imply that the local
visitations of the sixteenth century were trifling matters. Indeed, in the
second half of the sixteenth century outbreaks were becoming more
violent again. If it was possible for the city of London, its Liberties, and
its Out-parishes to lose, from plague alone, more than 20,000 inhabitants
inasingle year (1563), and 15,000 in another (1593) ; if in a relatively small
city like Norwich more than 4,800 deaths were recorded during a
plague season (20 August 1578, to 19 February 1579), the plague germ
cannot have lost much of its lethal strength. Moreover, after 1560, a
year which appears to have marked a turning point in climatic history,
too, there occurred once again a number of severe epidemics of a non-
localized nature. The years 1563-6 witnessed a veritable pandemic, with
numerous outbreaks recorded in England, Sweden, Germany, Switzer-

' Paulus Langius, Chronica Numburgensis Ecclesiae in Johann Burchard Mencken,
Scriptores rerum Germanicarum, praecipue Saxonicarum, u (Leipzig, 1728), 88.
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land, Savoy, France, and Spain. The plague of 1575-7, though more
limited in scope, was not a local affair either. Having flared up in Sicily
and in the South Tyrol, the infection was speedily carried into northern
Italy, where it played havoc among the inhabitants of Venice and Milan,
as well as of many smaller cities and towns. Similar outbreaks of a
territorial, rather than local, character occurred in Switzerland and
France in the 1580’s and in Spain in 1599-1600.

If the epidemiological record of the latter part of the fifteenth and the
sixteenth centuries does not seem to warrant any too positive inference
as to the trend of mortality, neither does the information relating to
dearth and famine, This field of historical inquiry, more than many
others, still requires a great deal of spade work. Preoccupied with
problems of the ‘long run’, economic historians hitherto have paid
singularly little attention to what they regard as ephemeral events, such
as subsistence crises. Morcover, and this may have been another reason
for neglect, the evidence available for earlier centuries—a few series of
grain prices and widely scattered, if numerous, references to food
shortages in contemporary chronicles and administrative records—is too
fragmentary and heterogeneous to admit of formal statistical treatment.
In any case, the historian who might wish to compare the incidence of
dearth and famine in successive periods would be confronted with the
intractable problem of how to discount the bias introduced by the
growing volume of his source-material.

Thus we cannot even assert with any confidence that the frequency of
subsistence crises was sensibly diminished in the period under review.
Local and regional scarcities, due to warfare or elemental disorders,
certainly were still common enough. In a marginal area, like the semi-
arid high plateau of Castile, markedly poor harvests and high grain-
prices occurred about once in every decade. But even in countries with a
more temperate climate grave food shortages were not rare. If, as
happened not infrequently, large sections of Europe were simultane-
ously afflicted by inclement seasons, the ensuing crop deficiencies were
all the more a serious matter, since regional shortages could not be
relieved by shipments from neighbouring countries. This is not the
place to draw up an exhaustive chronology of these major calamities,
but a few may be listed.

The years 1481-2 brought poor harvests in England, France, the Low
Countries, Germany, and Bohemia, causing the English wheat price to
rise to about twice the long-term average. Twenty years later, in 15012,
England and Germany were again suffering from dearth, and in France,
too, the price of wheat was well above normal. The late twenties and
early thirties of the sixteenth century saw a series of bad harvests all over
Europe: 1527 was a year of dire scarcity in England, followed by four

Cambridge Histories Online © Cambridge University Press, 2008



76 SATIETY

more years of high wheat prices. About the same time (1529-31),
Germany was struck by crop failures. Spain, too, was in dire straits, with
high wheat prices prevailing in Old and New Castile, as well as Valencia,
in 1529-31. Of the deplorable conditions in war-torn Italy during the late
twenties we have spoken eatlier. Only France seems to have done a
little better in this period of universal adversity, with only one year of
severe dearth (1531) recorded. Another season of widespread distress
was 1556~7, with famines or famine-prices reported for England, the
Netherlands, north-western Germany, Denmark, parts of France
(Burgundy and the Rhone basin), Italy, and Spain.!

As the sixteenth century draws to its close the frequency and severity
of food shortages seem to increase, not only in the Mediterranean world,
where Professor Braudel has found striking symptoms of a crise de blé,
but also in other parts of Europe. (England’s Poor Laws of 1597 and 1601
were meant to cope with the distress engendered by this very period of
general dearth.) In order to account for this phenomenon it is hardly
necessary to have recourse to hypotheses—not easily verifiable in any
case—about a secular deterioration of the climate; though the influence
of strictly exogenous factors of a long-run nature should not, perhaps, be
disregarded altogether.? It may be sufficient to call to mind that the
population of Europe had grown appreciably for a hundred years or
more. Presumably, the European economy, by the second half of the
sixteenth century, was again approaching a state of temporary demo-
graphic satiety, similar to that which it had reached once before, early
in the fourteenth century, and from which it had first been relieved by
the Great Famine of 1315-17.

However, not one of the subsistence crises of the sixteenth century—
if we may hazard a comparison which, for lack of a proper yardstick,
must needs remain tentative—seems to have equalled that catastrophe
in severity; and only one—the famine of 1556-7—approached it in
scope. Man’s defence against hunger, though still woefully inadequate,
had become stronger in the meantime. By the sixteenth century the
policy of municipal grain storage, previously practised only by wealthier
and more far-sighted city governments, had become universal; even
territorial princes were beginning to experiment with emergency food
stores.3 And while it cannot be denied that in times of threatening short-

I See Astrid Friis, ‘An Inquiry into the Relations between Economic and Financial
Factors in the Sixteenth and Seventeenth Centuries. I: The Two Crises in the Netherlands
in 1557°, Scandinavian Economic History Review, 1/2 (1953), esp. 199 ff.

2 See Gustaf Utterstrém, ‘Climatic Fluctuations and Population Problems in Early
Modern History’, Scandinavian Economic History Review, 1 (1955), 3-47.

3 In Sicily, royal granaries (orrea imperialia) existed as early as the first half of the
thirteenth century. But their function was a different one. The Crown required storage
facilities in its capacity as the largest grain exporter of the kingdom. See Adolf Schaube,
Handelsgeschichte der romanischen Vélker des Mittelmeergebiets (Munich and Berlin, 1906), 505.
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age large-scale purchases on public account may have aggravated an
incipient panic, the aggregate quantity of bread corn permanently kept
in hundreds of municipal and other public granaries throughout the
country must have been large enough to act as a strong physical as well
as psychological buffer during periods of adversity.

Another factor, and not the least important one, which must have
tended both to mitigate the physical impact of subsistence crises and to
discourage speculative hoarding, was the growing likelihood of timely
relief. In the period under review, countries stricken by crop failure
came to rely increasingly on grain-shipments from the vast storehouses
of Dutch merchants—Amsterdam, early in the seventeenth century, was
said to be ‘never without seven hundred thousand quarters of corn’—
or on direct imports from surplus areas distant enough not to be affected
by particular military operations or regional vagaries of the weather.
Even though it was only places with easy access to navigable water that
could draw on foreign food supplies to any significant extent—land
transport of bulky low-priced goods being still a slow, uncertain, and
unprofitable business—it did make some difference to a country as a
whole, if at least its coastal cities received shipments from abroad in an
emergency. Such, we are told, was the case at the height of the English
famine in 1527, when ‘the merchants of the Steelyard brought from
Danzig such store of wheat and rye, that it was better cheap at London
than in any other part of the Realm’. The history of a crisis in Tuscany,
in 1540, provides a similar instance of relief afforded by the timely
arrival in the harbour of Leghorn of a grain fleet from the Levant.

Of course, by the sixteenth century inter-regional sea-borne trade in
victuals already had a long history behind it. The Low Countries, for
instance, had received grain imports from the southern Baltic as early as
the thirteenth century; and England and Spain, too, had drawn on this
source of supply in emergencies from an early time. What may be
claimed, however, is that now, owing to a more elaborate marketing
mechanism, and above all to a greatly increased volume of disposable
surpluses in East-Elbia, Poland and Estonia, areas of permanent or
temporary grain deficits could be provisioned from abroad more amply
and with greater regularity than in previous times. By the middle of the
sixteenth century the amount of grain exported annually through the
port of Danzig was from six to ten times greater than the average
shipped in the years 1490-2. Towards the end of the sixteenth century
Dutch, German and English vessels are found unloading cargoes of
Baltic grain even in Mediterranean ports.! Agricultural progress making

! These imports may have been necessitated by the apparent failure, in the last quarter
of the sixteenth century, of the previous main source of grain supplies for the western
Mediterranean, the Near East, to produce exportable surpluses.
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for higher average yields per acre, as well as the resumption of clearing
and draining operations in western Europe, must also have had a share
in reducing the severity of subsistence crises in the sixteenth century.
Nor was it only the supply of cereals that was improving. Two or three
important new sources of animal food had opened up to European man
in this period: the rich fishing banks from Cape Cod to Labrador were
yielding increasing quantities of valuable protein, while the Hungarian
and Wallachian plains as well as the Danish lowlands had for some time
past become breeding-grounds of vast numbers of oxen for export to
Austria, Germany, and Holland.

In trying to assess the demographic significance of all these improve-
ments, the historian may be in danger of attaching too much weight to
the rather discouraging record of subsistence crises commented upon
earlier. In point of fact, the percentage of people who starved to death
was never very large, not even in times of dire shortages. Rather men
died—if they did die—of ‘fevers’ and *fluxes’ engendered by improper
or contaminated food which they were compelled to consume in times
of dearth, or of other infections which their emaciated bodies were too
weak to ward off. For the rest, it may be presumed that at all times as
many, or more, people had their lives shortened through chronic mal-
nutrition than perished from acute want of food. It is arguable, then, that
the improvement in the general level of nutrition, however modest,
brought about by the favourable factors listed above was more important
than the gloomy record of famines would lead one to suspect.

Whether the demographic upswing of the late fifteenth and the
sixteenth centuries was due solely to a decline in mortality, or whether
it owed something to a rise in fertility, is a question which for lack of
quantitative information cannot be answered with any confidence.
Occasional references in contempotary sources to the strong generative
power of mankind, inspired though they may have been by observa-
tions of a growing abundance of children, are not necessarily indicative
of a rising trend in fertility. Teeming nurserics may bear witness as
much to low infant mortality as to high fertility. But there was one major
institutional change which, in Protestant countries, must indeed have
tended to raise the gross reproduction rate in the sixteenth century: the
abolition of celibacy among the secular clergy, and the dissolution of
monasteries and nunneries. Though it is not possible to measure the
demographic effects of this augmentation of the parental stock it may be
asserted that they were not negligible. It was not merely a matter of the
birth-rate: the sons and daughters of the parsonage and the manse,
born as they were into moderately well-to-do and tolerably enlightened
families, had a better than average chance of surviving infancy and
childhood, and becoming parents in their turn. It is no accident that the
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seventeenth-century champions of pro-natalist policies in Catholic
countries should have frowned upon clerical celibacy, and demanded
restrictions on recruitment for monastic establishments.

A factor which, on Malthusian grounds, might be expected to have
had a depressing effect on fertility was the sustained fall in the level of
real wages incidental to population pressure and the secular inflation of
the sixteenth century. (We assume, perhaps somewhat rashly, that
regularity of employment did not change greatly.) Might not the lower
orders of society have been induced to practise a higher degree of
‘prudence’ as the price of foodstuffs rose and the purchasing power of
their customary money-incomes declined from decade to decade?
A Flemish proverb, current since the sixteenth century, told the poor in
so many words that large families were the root of their distress.

Luttel goets ende vile kynder
Dit brengt den meneghen in groten hynder.!

Yet there is no indication that the warning was heeded. Indeed, some of
the demographic resilience of the sixteenth century, which contrasts so
strikingly with the marasmus of late-medieval times, can perhaps be
explained on the assumption that there occurred a certain weakening of
the ‘prudential restraints” among the wage-earning classes, if not among
their betters. The progressive decay of the old guild system and the rise
of an industrial organization which availed itself largely of semi-skilled
labour, and accorded its workers much greater freedom in the ordering
of their private lives, must have tended to raise the proportion of married
people and to lower the average age at marriage.2 Though earnings were
low and employment unsteady, young people may have decided all the
more readily upon setting up home together, since nothing was to be
gained by waiting. Children would be born, no doubt, but most of
them would die in infancy, and the family burden at any given time
would not be insupportable. _

It is not surprising that efforts of mercantilist governments to retain
and acquire ‘treasure’ should have become frantic in an age which saw
the vital silver imports from the New World diminish at an alarming
rate. Is it to be wondered at that statesmen in this same period—the
seventeenth century—should have felt a like concern about the other

¥ Little property and many children
Brings many a man into great difficulties.

z An English statute of 1555 complained about the evils of ‘over-hasty marriages and
over-soon setting up of householdes by thie young folke of the city, be they never so young
and unskilled.” R. H. Tawney, The Agrarian Problem in the Sixteenth Century (London,
1912), 104, . 3.
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source of national wealth and power, population; seeing that it, too,
threatened to decline, as sanguinary wars, famines, and a succession of
great epidemics took their heavy toll of life in almost all countries of
Europe ?

Fears of depopulation were not unfounded in an age whose survival
rates may have been significantly lower than those of the preceding
century. They certainly were lower among members of ruling families, a
social group, be it noted, that was not normally exposed to the hazards of
war, was undoubtedly better fed and housed than ordinary people, and
probably also in a better position to protect itself against contagion and
infection. It has been shown that, in the seventeenth century, of one
hundred children born alive into ruling families only 61-7 survived their
fifteenth year, as against 70°1 in the sixteenth century.! Also, in thissame
privileged class, of one hundred males alive at the age of fifteen only
416 of those born between 1580 and 1679 reached the age of fifty, as
against 446 of those born between 1480 and 1579. These data are in
keeping with earlier observations on Danish materials which suggest that
mortality among adult aristocrats of both sexes was significantly higher
in the decades from 1630 to 1679 than it had been from 1530 to 1579,
notwithstanding the adverse effects in this latter period of the Seven
Years Nordic War.2

Yet another set of figures, showing a decrease in the average age at
death of some hundreds of upper~class and professional Englishmen born
in the seventeenth century as compared with that of a similar group born
in the sixteenth century, might lend further support to the view that the
mortality of the seventeenth century compared unfavourably with that
of the preceding century. However, since it is doubtful whether changes
in the mean age at death can be used to diagnose mortality trends,? these
data should not be pressed.

It is conceivable that variations in the demographic trend values of
early modern Europe were in some way related to a secular rhythm of
economic activity. Business fluctuations no doubt influenced both
mortality and fertility in the short run: a severe slump spelt hunger and

! The corresponding figure obtained from a sample of the rural population of northern
France in the years 165776 was s8. See Pierre Goubert, ‘En Beauvaisis: problémes
démographiques du X VIle siécle’, Annales: Economies, Sociétés, Civilisations, v (1952),

454.

2 See Harald Westergaard, Die Lehre von der Mortalititund Morbilitat, 2nd ed.(Jena, 1901),
277.—Theremarkable increase in the mean expectation of life at birth in the city of Geneva
—from about 23 years in the period 15611600 to about 27- § yearsin the period 1601~1700
—observed by Louis Henry, Anciennes familles genevoises. Etude démographique: XVIe-XXe
siécle (Paris, 1956), 157, may well have been exceptional, and due to the relatively favour-
able conditions of life in seventeenth—century Switzerland noted above (p. 44).

3 See René Bachrel, ‘La mortalité sous I'ancien régime’, Annales: Economies, Sociétés,
Civilisations, xu (1957), 85 ff.
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deferred marriages to many individuals in that growing sector of the
population which depended for its livelihood on wage-work. (This was,
of course, particularly true of situations in which industrial employment
contracted as a result of poor harvests, which are known to have caused
the effective demand for manufactured goods to decline at the very time
when bread was dear.) If this be granted, it is tempting to see more than
a fortuitous parallel between the high frequency and severity of trade-
depressions and the apparent slackening of population growth in many
countries during the last decades of the sixteenth and the better part of
the seventeenth century.! However, too little is known about either
phenomenon to warrant positive inferences. In any case, wars and
epidemics seem to have been much more potent factors of demographic
dynamics in the period under review.

The causal connection between warfare and increased mortality,
stressed more than once in the preceding pages, need not again be given
special emphasis here. Instead, a less obvious chain of causation will be
considered in this context. Were there any other reasons why the
severity and frequency of epidemics should have increased so noticeably
in the century after 1560 ? This crescendo of crowd-diseases—plague above
all, but also dysentry, typhus, and after 1600 more and more prominent,
smallpox—roughly coincided, and was almost certainly linked up, with
another phenomenon, namely the headlong growth and multiplication
of large cities.

A new urban ‘species’ was emerging in this epoch; or rather a species
which until then had been exceedingly rare was becoming more com-
mon. It is not generally realized that apart from Constantinople, that
unique relic of the ancient world, no more than four or five European
cities—Paris, Naples, Genoa, Venice and, possibly Milan—had reached,
and only the first of these may have appreciably exceeded, a population
figure of 100,000 on the eve of the modern era. Only a handful—
Florence, Bologna, Seville, Cérdoba, Granada, Lisbon, and Ghent—are
known, or may be assumed, to have numbered 50,000 or a little more.
Upwards of a dozen other ‘large’ cities of late-medieval times, among
them Verona, Palermo, Rome, Messina, London, Barcelona, Cologne,
Antwerp, and Brussels, possibly also Vienna and Prague, ranged from
30,000 to 50,000 inhabitants. Outside of Italy, Spain, and the Low
Countries, even relatively important centres of international trade and

I See E. J. Hobsbawm, ‘The General Crisis of the European Economy in the 17th
Century’, Past and Present, no. s (May 1954), 33—53, and no. 6 (November 1954), 44~-65.
It is noteworthy that the colonial world, too, was suffering from demographic recession
and economic malaise in this period. Sce Woodrow Borah, New Spain’s Century of
Depression (Publications in Ibero-Americana, No. 35), Berkeley and Los Angeles, 1951,
and the review of this study by Pierre Chaunu in The Journal of Economic History, Xv1
(1956), 421 ff.

6 CEH IV
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industry, such as Toulouse, Strasbourg, Liibeck, Niirnberg, Augsburg,
Danzig, and Ulm, barely reached, or did not exceed by much, a popula-
tion of 20,000.

Within the next 100 or 150 years, this picture changed profoundly.
Antwerp, as has been seen, touched the 100,000 mark asearly as 1568; and
while in this particular case expansion was followed by precipitous de-
cline, the city nevertheless remained in the $0,000-65,000 class through-
out the seventeenth century. Amsterdam, having passed the 100,000
point a few years before 1622, continued to grow to about 200,000 by
the end of the century. Venice, already a large city in late-medieval
times, reached a maximum of about 170,000 by 1568; and though the
community was struck by disastrous epidemics in 1575 and 1630, its
population never fell below 100,000 and was back at 140,000 by 1700.
The city of Milan also had substantially more than 100,000 inhabitants in
the late sixteenth and early seventeenth centuries. Naples (with suburbs),
another giant, was nearing 300,000 early in the seventeenth century; even
after the violent plague of 1656 her population must still have numbered
upwards of 150,000 (1688 : 188,000). Rome, acity of only secondary rank,
demographically, in the later Middle Ages, had moved up to 100,000
before the end of the sixteenth century; so had Palermo and Seville.
Messina (with its casali) and Lisbon reached thissize, if only temporarily,
about 1600.

Paris was larger than any of these great cities, with the possible ex-
ception of Naples. The French capital, to quote a Venetian ambassador
writing in the first half of the sixteenth century, was

‘a very large, beautiful, rich and populous city; alone, in my opinion, is it fit
to compare with Venice; indeed, it is much more populous, and has many
more shops and much more trade. . . . Paris is, in truth, beyond my powers of

description, and I can best end by saying that no city in Europe is as large or as
fine.’

He had been told, the ambassador added, that Paris numbered 700,000
people. This estimate appeared to him excessive; but he was inclined to
think that the city did have 300,000-400,000 inhabitants. As a matter of
fact, even this figure was probably too high by at least 100,000 for that
period; however, it is almost certain that Paris (with suburbs) reached
and surpassed this level some time in the seventeenth century.

We are equally at sea if we try to estimate the population of London
in the sixteenth and seventeenth centuries, the uncertainty being related,
in part, to our inability to account for the inhabitants of districts which
formed part of the city in a topographical, but not in an administrative
sense. It is almost certain, however, that Greater London—City,
Liberties, Out-parishes, and Westminster—had passed the 100,000 level
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about the middle of the sixteenth, and was nearing, if it had not yet
exceeded, 200,000 in the first years of the seventeenth century. James I
was not mistaken when he proudly asserted that ‘our Citie of London is
become the greatest or next the greatest citie of the Christian World’
(Royal Proclamation of 16 July 1615). On the eve of the Great Plague
(1665) the population of London (in the sense defined) cannot have fallen
far short of half a million.

In addition to the cities listed so far, a number of others edged the
100,000 mark in the period under review. Lyons may have come close to
this level before the end of the seventeenth century. Madrid, having
been made the capital and chief royal residence in 1561, was growing
rapidly, and by 1700 also seems to have approached 100,000. Vienna,
too, profited from its position as the imperial residence: by the end of the
seventeenth century the city and its suburbs, with nearly 100,000
inhabitants, had become the most populous German city. Marseilles—
if the figure unearthed by Professor Braudel can be trusted—may have
numbered over 80,000 people as eatly as 1583 ; though almost certainly
less populous in 1666, the city (suburbs probably included) is known to
have come near the 80,000 mark by the end of the seventeenth century.
Valencia had more than 12,000 houses, or about 70,000 inhabitants, in
1609; Granada was just about as large. Genoa had over 70,000, Hamburg
and Danzig about 60,000 inhabitants in the 1640’s.

This mushroom growth, in the century from 1550 to 1650, of large
and very large urban centres was not only a significant demographic
phenomenon in itself; it was also a causal factor. For the multiplication
of these vast agglomerations of people exercised a profound influence on
mortality, and thus on the general course of demographic history, in this
period.

It needs little imagination to realize that the emergence of these large
human anthills created a host of problems—food, water, and fuel supply,
sewage and garbage disposal, housing, paving, etc.—problems which a
society with scanty resources of capital and technological skill, and a good
deal of callousness, wasill-equipped to solve. As a consequence of over-
crowding, filth, contaminated water, and, occasionally, food shortages,
urban mortality was high even in ‘normal’ years, and catastrophic dur-
ing those frequent epidemic seasons to which reference has been made
in a previous section; and though fertility was high too, the long-term
average of deaths was significantly higher than that of births in most of
the large cities for which we have data. Only a permanent stream of rural
immigrants made it possible for these cities to maintain, let alone increase,
their populations in the long run.

However, it was not only in this way that the large urban centres
acted as a drain on the human resources of the country; they also tended
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to deplete its manpower in their capacity as foci of epidemics. The pro-
cess of dissemination was usually started by the flight to the country of
well-to-do households upon the onset of an epidemic; but sooner or
later some spreading of crowd-diseases from metropolitan areas would
have occurred in any case. Though it is rarely possible to trace the
direction and progress of an epidemic wave with any certainty, there is
much to suggest that large cities were the starting-points of more than
one such wave. In the second half of the sixteenth and in the seventeenth
century, the impact of a major London epidemic would be felt as far
away as northern Germany after two or three years.!

Yet this same period which witnessed an unprecedented concentra-
tion of human beings in large cities, creating conditions favourable to
epidemic outbreaks, paradoxically enough saw the beginnings of a
development that was to end with the complete extinction of plague in
western and central Europe soon after 1700. The disappearance of this
disease, which for 300 years and more had been the greatest single agent
of death, is still much of a mystery. To explain it in terms of a gradual
weakening of the plague germ or a growing immunity of the popula-
tion will not do. Some of the last outbreaks, e.g. the Italian and the
English epidemics of 1656—7and 1665—6 respectively, areknown to have
been fully as virulent as any of the preceding ones. The growing efficacy
of quarantine in the Mediterranean ports and the establishment, early in
the eighteenth century, of a cordon sanitaire all along the Austrian-
Turkish border, must have helped somewhat to shield western Europe
from incursions of the plague, which in Turkey continued to rage un-
abated. However, the importance of these sanitary precautionsshouldnot
be overrated. Isolation, if it could be made effective at all, would guard a
city or a country against human plague-carriers and their ectoparasites,
but was powerless against a much more dangerous agent of infection,
namely the flea-infested rat. Indeed, the bubonic plague, as is now
known, is first and foremost a rodent epizootic; it is only when fleas,
having fed on diseased rats, attack human beings that an epidemic gets
under way.?

The recognition of this chief chain of infection (rat->flea—>man) may
incidentally provide us with a clue for the understanding of the cause (or
causes) that led to the extinction of plague in Europe. Investigations have
shown conclusively that it is one particular species of rodents, the black

! London in turn seems to have received infections from urbanized Holland on several
occasions in the seventeenth century. See above, p. 47, fn. 2.

2 This may, however, not always have been so. If, as Professor Ernst Rodenwaldt
(see p. 7, fn. 1) isinclined to think, the human flea is an effective carrier of the plague germ
in the temperate zone, plague epidemics in medieval and early modern Europe need not
invariably have been preceded by outbreaks among the rats; rather sometimes the chain of
infection could have been from man to man through the intermediary of Pullex irritans,
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rat (Mus rattus), which is mainly responsible for the spread of major
epidemics of plague. It breeds in human homes and ships, and thrives
best on cereals, the chief food of man; but above all, it is the favourite
host of Xenopsylla cheopis, which is the plague flea par excellence.
However, this highly domesticated rat must have found its habitat less
and less congenial, as brick walls began to be built more frequently in
place of timber-framed walls, as shingled or tiled roofs gradually sup-
planted thatched roofs, and as domestic grain-storage became a thing of
the past in the cities. To the extent that the human flea had a sharein the
propagation of plague the gradual disappearance of wooden structures
and pig-sties from the cities of Europe, by depriving Pullex irritans of
some of its favourite breeding-grounds, must have tended further to
reduce the likelihood of pestilential outbreaks. Yet more important,
possibly, than any of these changes may have been the fact that, some time
after 1600, a relative newcomer of Asiatic origin began to appear on the
scene, the brown or wander rat (Mus norvegicus), which began to
challenge, and in the end almost completely ousted, the older species.
This revolution in the animal kingdom must have gone far to break the
lethal link between rat and man. For although the brown rat is quite as
susceptible to plague as the black, its chief parasite is not Xenopsylla
cheopis, but another flea, Nosopsyllus fasciatus, which is a much less
efficient vector of the plague bacillus, and has, furthermore, little or no
appetite for human blood. Experience gathered in England during the
early decades of our century has shown, moreover, that plague among
colonies of brown rats has a tendency to self-extinction.

The cessation of plague epidemics in Europe meant that one of the
factors which had kept the secular average of the death rate so appallingly
high in late-medieval and early modern times became inoperative.
However, the improvement was not at all spectacular in the short run.
The two decades centring about the year 1700, as has been shown above,
produced formidable demographic crises in many European countries.
By and large it was not until two generations after the disappearance of
plague from the various regions of Europe that their populations show
defmite signs of a permanent excess of births over deaths. This is not to
deny the existence of a causal connection between the extinction of
plague and the Vital Revolution. Indeed the latter, in one of its aspects,
was merely the manifestation of the cumulative effects of population
growth in the absence of catastrophic reversals.

The trend of natality in the seventeenth century is very difficult to
ascertain. Not even the crude birth-rate, a notoriously imperfect tool for
measuring fertility, can be calculated with any accuracy, except in a few
isolated cases. All that can be said with confidence is that the reproductive
power of populations producing annually some thirty to forty births
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per thousand is still very high by present standards. Fluctuations and
regional variations in the birth-rate, it must be assumed, were due mainly
to temporal changes or local differences in the marital condition of the
populations concerned, perhaps also to changes in age-distribution,
produced by age-specific epidemics in the past.

However, there are reasons for believing that marital fertility was not
entirely uncontrolled in the period under review. (Attempts to avoid the
consequences of pre-marital or extra-marital intercourse, by means of
infanticide, abortion, or contraception, seem to have been fairly common
at all times—and not only in ‘Popish Countries’, where, according to
John Graunt, ‘unlawfull Copulations beget Conceptions but ...
frustrate them by procured Abortions or secret Murthers.”)! It would be
absurd to deny that the contraceptive effects of coitus interruptus were
generally known; and moralists found it necessary to utter grave warn-
ings against these and similar practices designed to frustrate the first and
foremost purpose of married love, the procreation of children.2 ‘Toutes
les actions du mariage’, wrote St Francis de Sales early in the seventeenth
century, ‘qui ne sont pas conformes A celle qui est ordonnée pour la
production des enfants sont vicieuses et damnables.” The Spanish Jesuit
Thomas Sanchez (1550-1610), writing in Latin for fellow-theologians,
could afford to be even more specific; and his doctrines were repeated in
a treatise by a German casuist, published in 1645. More or less un-
equivocal references to birth control within marriage are also found
both in the sermon and the erotic literatures of early eighteenth-century
Germany.3

Motives for reducing the number of pregnancies were not lacking.
As early as 1656 the Abbé de Pure protested against what he called
‘I'hydropisie amoureuse’ to which women are condemned;* and a goodly
number of letters written in 1671 and 1672 by Madame de Sévigné echo
the same sentiments. When apprised by her daughter that she was once
again expecting a child the old lady is exasperated. ‘ Mais vous étes grosse

! John Graunt, Natural and Political Observations made upon the Bills of Mortality, ed.
Walter F. Willcox (Baltimore, 1939), 60 (First edition 1662). Criminal codes of sixteenth~-
and seventeenth-century Germany invariably contain clauses dealing with infanticide.

2 See André Venard and Philippe Ariés, ‘ Deux contributions 3 P'histoire des pratiques
contraceptives’, Population, 1x (1954), 683—92. However, as has been shown above (p. 170),
the sin of Onan had not been rediscovered recently. Whether Walter Raleigh’s reference
to ‘artificial sterility’ (in his History of the World, bk. 1, chap. vim, sect. Iv) implied coitus
interruptus or other methods of birth control (abortifacient potions?) must remain un-
decided.

3 E.g. Abraham a Sancta Clara, ‘Abrahamisches Gehab dich wohl’, Sammtliche Werke,
x1 (Passau, 1837), 289 and 456 (First, posthumous edition 1729); and Johann Gottfried
Schnabel, Der im Irrgarten der Liebe herumtaumelnde Cavalier (ed. Paul Ernst: Munich, 1907),
288 f. and 474 ff. (First edition 1746).

4 See Philippe Arids, Histoire des populations frangaises et de leurs attitudes devant la vie
depuis le XV I1le siécle (Paris, 1948), 508.
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jusqu'au menton’, she exclaims; ‘Je n’aime point cette grosseur ex-
cessive.” And then, turning to her son-in-law, whom she obviously
regards as the chief culprit. ‘Il paroit bien que vous ne savez ce que c’est
que d’accoucher. Mais écoutez, voici une nouvelle que j'ai A vous dire:
c'est que si aprés ce garcon~ci, vous ne lui donnez quelque repos, je
croirai que vous ne 'aimez point. ... Pensez-vous que je vous l'aie
donnée pour la tuer, pour détruire sa santé, sa beauté, sa jeunesse ?” This
philippic seems to have had the desired effect; and Madame de Sévigné
now is profuse in her protestations of delight and gratitude. ‘Je suis
ravie, ma bonne’, she tells her daughter, ‘ que vous ne soyez point grosse;
jen aime M. de Grignan [her son-in-law] de tout mon coeur.’

If among aristocratic families considerations of health and beauty
were the main deterrents against too frequent pregnancies, social and
economic motives seem to have begun to influence middle-class be-
haviour in these matters. The comedy Le Franc-bourgeois, performed in
1709, contained the following lines.

11 faut de temps en temps se sevrer de plaisit
Et ne faire d’enfants que ceux qu’on peut nourrir.

One naturally hesitates to draw too many inferences from a few
isolated passages; but we have additional indications that, as early as
the middle of the seventeenth century, and probably even before that,
counsels of prudence were acted upon here and there, if not under
ordinary circumstances, at any rate in times of acute distress. Evidence is
accumulating that people—and not only Frenchmen—resorted to one
form of family limitation or another during periods of adversity. A
French economist who in his capacity as a local official must have had
ample opportunity to observe the mores of the ordinary citizen, in a
treatise on grain written about the year 1700, is quite specific on this
point. ‘An extreme necessity’, Sieur de Boisguilbert exclaims,

not only dries up all the tenderness of nature, but even outrages nature on
pressing occasions. . . . Since necessity knows no laws, she transgresses even
the most sacred {laws] in proportion to the excess in which she is found. Let
one not to be at all astonished, then, at what is advanced, namely, that extreme
poverty causes the diminution of families to be regarded as a blessing, and that
this situation carries with it the means of procuring [the diminution].

I Pierre le Pesant Boisguilbert, Traité de la nature, culture, commerce et interest des grains,
367-8; quoted by Hazel van Dyke Roberts, Boisguilbert: Economist of the Reign of Louis XIV
(New York, 193s), 176. An eighteenth~century English demographer, Thomas Short,
also comments on the effect of crises on reproduction, but simply argues that ‘times of
Poverty, Sickness, Famine, or Plague are . . . great Enemies to Sensuality.” Quoted by
R. R. Kuczynski, ‘British Demographers’ Opinions on Fertility, 1660-1760°, Political
Arithmetic: A Symposium of Population Studies, ed. Lancelot Hogben (London, 1938), 298,
fn. 2.
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This was not mere rhetoric; statistical evidence tends to show that
the great subsistence crises of seventeenth-century France were accom-
panied by a decline of conceptions apparently altogether disproportion-
ate to the drop in total population. Such, for instance, was the case
during the terrible years from 1649 to 1652 in a number of parishes in
the Beauvais region, and again, in this same district as well as in other
parts of the country, during the famines of 16612 and 1693—4. A recent
analysis of data obtained from the Principality of Liége has disclosed the
same striking correlation between famine and the rate of conceptions.?

The magnitude of this phenomenon is such that it is doubtful whether
it can be fully explained on physiological grounds, or by reference to the
undeniable decline in the marriage rate during the years of crisis. Rather
it may be assumed that this ‘ baisse brutale des conceptions’, to use the phrase
of M. Meuvret, was due, in part, to deliberate restriction. (Infanticide
may also have played some role in reducing the number of registered
baptisms. But isit likely that people should have had recourse to this par-
ticularly repulsive form of family limitation after the crisis had passed?)

Nor are these French and Belgian cases isolated instances. It appears
that the number of baptisms recorded in the city of Venice during the
calendar year 1631 was down by 45 per cent from the average of the
preceding thirty years. The reason for this decline was a severe plague
which was raging at the time. Yet the magnitude of the drop is altogether
surprising.? For by March 1631, the latest time at which children born
in 1631 can have been conceived, the city had lost only about 28,000
persons since the start of the epidemic in August 1630, or about 20 per
cent of its population. True, during epidemics baptisms were often
postponed; but since the plague had ceased before the end of 1631 many,
if not all, of these delayed baptisms (including some of infants born in
1630) must have been performed and recorded that year. Still, a certain
number of infants may have died, from plague or from lack of care in a
household disorganized by sickness, before they could be carried to
church to be baptized. Also, one has to take account of miscarriages
brought on by illness of expectant mothers,* as well as of other physio-

I See Pierre Goubert, loc. cit., p. 461, and *Une richesse historique en cours d’exploita-
tion: les registres paroissiaux’, Annales: Economies, Sociétés, Civilisations, 1x (1954), 92 f.
See also J. Canard, ‘Les mouvements de population 3 Saint-Romains d’Urfé de 1612 3
1046°, Bulletin de la Diana, xx1v (1945), 121, and Abel Chatelain, ‘ Notes sur la population
d’un village bugiste: Belmont (XVIle s.-XXe s.)’ Revue de Géographie de Lyon, xxvim
(1953), 113 ff.

2]. Ruwet, ‘Crises démographiques: Problémes économiques ou crises morales?’,
Population, 1x (1954) 451-76.

3 Instances of a drastic drop in the number of births during crises are also known in the
city of Genoa, in 1591-2 and 16267 (see Giuseppe Felloni, *Per la storia della popolazione
di Genova neisecoli xvie xvn’, Archivio Storico Italiano, cx (1952), 263 fI.), and elsewhere.
But it is rarely possible to subject the available figures to any close analysis.

4 John Graunt. discussing the disproportionate decline of weekly baptisms during the
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logical and psychological circumstances liable to reduce conceptions (or
births) during an epidemic. But when all is said there remains a strong
presumption that one of the reasons for that wholly disproportionate
decline in the number of baptisms was birth control.

One further instance may be cited. A census taken in Iceland in 1703,
after several years of terrible hardships, reveals a curious age distribution,
resembling that found in many European countries during the 1930’s:
the proportion of persons in the youngest age groups is substantially
lower than in some of the older brackets. This may have been partly due
to under-enumeration of very small children, partly to abnormally high
infant morality, and postponement of marriages during the crisis; but it
is conceivable that infanticide, induced abortions, and contraception
were also responsible for this anomalous age distribution.

As for England, samples collected by Dr Thomas Short suggest a
remarkable decline in the ratio of baptisms to marriages after the middle
of the seventeenth century (344 in the period 1670-1740 as against 4-06
in the period 1560-1630). Whether these figures can be trusted, and if so,
whether the drop was caused by a change in the marital conditions, or by
a certain amount of birth control, are questions which cannot be decided.

A growing readiness of people to cheat nature, and thus to intensify
the demographic consequences of periods of distress, if recognized, may
well have added to the worries of seventeenth-century statesmen about
depopulation, and may have inspired some of the pro-natalist policies of
this age. But was it recognized ? The taboos surrounding sexual activities
in Christian society did not encourage open discussion of such matters.
It was not before the eighteenth century that men like Moheau began to
speak more or less freely of ‘those baneful secrets, unknown to all living
crccleatures except man, {which] have already penetrated to the country-
side’.!

Surveying the course of demographic history over the last soo
years in the various countries of Europe, one becomes dimly aware of
some rough synchronism. In certain periods, seemingly unrelated, or
at any rate not closely related, events appear to form congruent patterns
of adversity which are found to have produced a downward trend of
population over wide arcas, while at other times conditionsseem to have
been sufficiently favourable to permit an increase of people almost every-
where. As far as short-run oscillations are concerned, this synchronism
is perhaps not surprising. It may be explained on the ground that
epidemics, and even wars, have a tendency to spread, and that climatic

initial phase of the London plague of 1603, concluded that the reduction of births was
mainly due to miscarriages. See R. R. Kuczynski, loc. ¢it., p. 289.

 Moheau, Recherches et considérations sur la population de la France (ed. René Gonnard,
Paris, 1912), 258 (First edition: 1778).
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disturbances are often extensive enough to cause simultaneous crop-
failures in many countries. However, the parallelism of secular trends is
not so easily accounted for. Even such a relatively recent phenomenon
as the universal demographic npswing in eighteenth-century Europe
still awaits an adequate explanation.

Some of the theories advanced by students of the earlier phases of the
Vital Revolution are not entirely convincing. The vaunted advances in
medical knowledge and skill to which the reduction of mortality in this
period has been partly attributed can hardly have exercised much
influence on life-expectancy in, let us say, Finland or Portugal, or even
in the rural districts and city slums of western Europe. It is safe to say
that the great majority of the people received no medical attention at all,
and that those who did might have been better off without the radical
purgings and bleedings administered even by the more enlightened
practitioners of the art of healing. Jacques Casanova’s flippant remark
that ‘more people perish at the hands of doctors than are cured by
them’! probably was not wide of the mark. Though there had been some
progress in medical theory, eighteenth~century therapy was not much
different from that inflicted upon Moliére’s malade imaginaire a hundred
years earlier. The barbarous methods of eighteenth-century medicine
partly account for the amazing success of homoeopathy. This form of
treatment, with its infinitesimal doses, amounted to doing nothing at all.
Yet many a patient who had gone from bad to worse under the hands of
orthodox practitioners recovered quickly when treated homoeo-
pathically—not in response to that absurd therapy, but because he had
escaped the harmful ministrations of orthodox medicine.

It is not always realized how little doctors could do to cure any of the
major ills that flesh is heir to, before the coming of aseptic surgery and
the discoveries of salvarsan, insulin, and the antibiotics. That the powers
of the medical profession were strictly limited was frankly admitted
by William Cullen, the leading British physician of the eighteenth
century. ‘' We know nothing of the nature of contagion’, he declared,
‘that can lead us to any measures for removing or correcting it. We
know only its effects.’2 Therapy, therefore, could not, as a rule, directly
attack the agents which carried the disease, but had to be content with
moderating the symptoms. To be sure, a few drugs of potential efficacy,
such as mercury, digitalis, ipecacuanha root, and cinchona bark, were
already known in the eighteenth century; yet they were by no means
always used correctly. In any case, not many of these last-named

1 The Memoirs of Jacques Casanova, ed. Madeleine Boyd, Modern Library (New York,
1929), 7. A similar view was expressed by Goethe in Faust, Part 1, verses 695~9.

2 Quoted by Lester S. King, The Medical World of the Eightcenth Century (Chicago, 1958),
142.
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remedies can be regarded as life-saving, and it is almost certain that their
use cannot have had any appreciable effect on the national death-rate.

As to preventive medicine, the profession was equally helpless. To
be sure, inoculation, a crude method of immunization against smallpox,
had been introduced to western Europe early in the eighteenth century;
but its practice remained limited, and its value was, moreover, doubt-
ful. For the treatment was risky; and while it may have helped in-
dividuals to overcome the disease more easily than if they had caught an
infection at random, the inoculated person did go through an attack of
real smallpox, and was therefore a source of danger to his family and
attendants and, indirectly, to the community at large. Opponents of
inoculation claimed that the incidence of smallpox was actually higher
at the end of the eighteenth century than it had been before this practice
was introduced.! The discovery of vaccination came too late to have any
effect on mortality in the eighteenth century: Edward Jenner’s famous
essay on the cowpox appeared only in 1798.

Nor did eighteenth-century medicine have any effective means of pro-
tecting people against such infections as puerperal fever or typhus. This
being the case it seems doubtful whether the establishment of a few new
maternity and other hospitals in the period under review can properly be
listed among the factors which contributed to the decline of mortality.
The statement heard in early nineteenth—century Ireland, thata poor man
attacked by fever was as likely to recover under a hedge as in a fever
hospital, was hardly a paradox. What beneficial effects such institutions
may have had were almost certainly more than counterbalanced by the
dissemination among their inmates of all sorts of dangerous germs.
Eighteenth-century hospitals were unspeakably overcrowded. It was
not uncommon for two or even three patients to have to share one bed.?
In these circumstances the hospitals’ reputation of being gateways to
death was not undeserved.

Another development which is usually mentioned among the factors
held responsible for the fall of the death-rate in eighteenth-century
Europe—advances in sanitation—also requires reconsideration. That
there were some improvements in public water-supply and sewerage
should not be denied. However, what progress there was affected only
urban populations, and may, moreover, have been offset, at any rate in
Britain, by the growth of appallingly unsanitary slums in the new

! See Lester S. King, loc. cit., p. 320 ff.

2 The number of hospital beds was woefully insufficient everywhere. Brussels, for
instance, a city of 70,000 inhabitants, in 1776 had only one hospital with 77 beds. Antwerp
and Ghent, about the same time, had 96 and 69 hospital beds respectively for their 50,000
people. See Paul Bonenfant, Le probléme du paupérisme en Belgique & la fin de Uancien régime
(Académie royale de Belgique, Classe des lettres et des sciences morales et politiques,
Mémoires, 2nd ser., XXXV, 1934).
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industrial centres. Yet even if it be granted that on balance sanitation
was improving, the effects on total mortality should not be overrated.
Cleaner water and proper sewers, while they must have been instru~
mental in reducing the incidence of such diseases as typhoid and dysentry,
could not prevent the spread of such equally potent killers as typhus,
smallpox, diphtheria, or tuberculosis. Some of these could have been
checked by a higher degree of personal cleanliness, better housing, and
adequate nutrition. But do we have any evidence of such improvements
on a general scale? Other factors, such as the gradual draining of the
fens in East Angha which may have been responsible for the disappear-
ance of ‘ague’ from England,! or the drastic drop, after 1751, in the
amount of spirits consumed by the English, must indeed have had very
wholesome effects on regional morbidity and mortality; but any such
local reductions of the death-rate cannot, of course, be held accountable
for the universal growth of population in eighteenth-century Europe.
It is this Jarger phenomenon which requires an explanation.

Most students of the history of population seem to agree that a
significant reduction in mortality was the primary cause of the demo-
graphic upswing; and, though the statistical evidence is inconclusive,
we see no decisive reason why this proposition should be challenged.
Indeed, it can be shown that, when mortality is high (as it still was in the
eighteenth century), a decline in the death-rate is inherently a more
powerful causative factor of population growth than a rise in the birth-
rate.2 We should argue, however, that it was the peaks rather than the
plateau that were lowered. In other words, it was not so much a re-
duction of mortality in ‘normal’ years that produced the secular down-
ward trend of the death rate, but an unmistakable abatement of the ‘ great
crises”. Thedisappearance of plague aboveaall, but alsoa very sensible miti-
gation of subsistence crises,3 brought about not only by progress in
agriculture but also by improved marketing and transport techniques,
seem to have been chiefly responsible for the increase in life expectancy.

Not that dearth and epidemics had become things of the past: for
instance, the late thirties and early forties, afflicted as they were by
pandemics of influenza and typhus as well as by widespread crop failures
(in 1740-1), were times of acute distress in most countries of Europe;
and so were the early seventies of the eighteenth century. However,

! Assuming, that is, that the ‘ague’ of earlier English records was malaria, an identifica~
tion which is disputed by some epidemiologists.

2 See Thomas McKeown and R. G. Brown, ‘Medical Evidence Relating to English
Population Changes in the Eighteenth Century’, Population Studies, x (1955), 119-41,
esp. 127 ff.

3 This phenomenon did not escape the attention of contemporaries. ‘It can scarcely be
doubted’, wrote Malthus in his Second Essay (7th ed., Everyman’s Library, u, 261), ‘that,
taking Europe throughout, fewer famines and fewer diseases arising from want have
prevailed in the last century than in those which preceded it.’
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while death rates greatly increased in such periods, and momentarily
exceeded the birth-rates, mortality no longer assumed catastrophic pro-
portions. Even death-rates of 69 and 112 per mille, such as were recorded
in 1742 in Norway and the Swedish province of Virmland respectively,
are still a far cry from those experienced by some regions of Europe in
times of adversity half a century earlier. As M. Goubert put it, ‘Apres
1741, un monde démographique semble défunt: les mortalités s’attenu-
ent jusqu’a disparaitre.” (The fact that subsistence crises, unlike those of
previous centuries, could no longer raise the spectre of plague had of
course a great deal to do with this attenuation.)

Since famines and epidemics are known to have been particularly hard
on the very young, it is safe to conclude that the general abatement of
crises must have had disproportionately beneficial effects on infant
mortality; and the fact that a highe