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First, some acknowledgements: 

 

Are agrarian economies poor economies, in which rural workers toil long and hard to make 
a meagre living? 
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Of course, rich people have always owned land and lived in the countryside, but for every 
rich man in his castle there have always been a host of poor men and women labouring 
outside his gates. To this day, agricultural labour remains poorly remunerated. 

 

An examination of National Incomes demonstrates that in the modern world countries with 
agrarian economies are almost never wealthy and most are under-developed, some of 
them seriously so. 
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In 2009 GDP per capita ranged from a minimum of $300 international in Burundi and the 
Congo (DR) to a maximum of $122,000 in Lichtenstein and Qatar, with a World mean of 
$10,500 (more-or-less the level of Serbia and Azerbaijan). Adding in the % contribution of 
agriculture to GDP confirms that the richest countries tend to be the least, and the poorest 
countries the most, rural: i.e. the more agricultural the economy of a country, the less 
developed that country is likely to be. There is a strong negative correlation between GDP 
per capita and % agricultural of -0.5. 
The least agricultural countries in the World make an interesting list. It includes privileged 
principalities, tiny islands, and desert sheikdoms. More surprisingly, it includes Uruguay, 
Belgium, and Germany. All are wealthy and in all of them, agriculture contributes less than 
1% of GDP. 

 
At the opposite extreme, the countries with the most agricultural economies (i.e. those in 
which agriculture contributed at least a third, often over half, and occasionally more than 
two-thirds of GDP) make a sobering list. Today, apart from the Solomon Islands and 
Burma, all the World’s most agricultural countries are in Africa and all of them are seriously 
under-developed. Poorest of all is the Democratic Republic of Congo, with a GDP per 
capita of $300. Two-thirds of its population of 71 million is rural and agriculture contributes 
over half its National Income. Contemporary scenes of farming in the Congo are strongly 
reminiscent of farming methods in pre-industrial Europe, before mass mechanisation on 
large capitalist farms largely eliminated manual labouring. Note, too, the role of women in 
performing tasks with a high drudgery component. The women may look cheerful but their 
lot is hardly a happy one. 
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Did a similar inverse relationship between per capita wealth and the size of the agricultural 
sector prevail in the past? 
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Already in Europe by 1850 there was a clear tendency for the richest and most developed 
countries, in terms of GDP per capita, to be the most urbanised (and least rural). 
Significantly, the 3 richest economies — the UK, the Netherlands, and Belgium — were 
also the most urbanised. Less urban and more rural societies, such as most of 
Scandinavia, were typically less developed and wealthy. Rural historians cannot afford to 
ignore the clear historical lesson, that urbanisation has been a key ingredient of rural 
prosperity and urban dynamism has usually been a precondition for agrarian progress and 
development. 
The mutual benefits of the inter-action between town and country are graphically 
expressed in Ambrogio Lorenzetti great fresco, The effects of good government, in Siena’s 
Palazzo Communale, Italy. 

 
At the time that it was painted, in the early 14th century, Italy was the most urbanised 
country in Europe, with the single greatest concentration of great cities. Paul Bairoch’s 
estimates of urbanisation confirm that by 1300 Italy was the most urbanised country in 
Europe. Paolo Malanima’s estimate of Italian GDP per capita likewise shows that by 1300 
Central and Northern Italy was the richest region in Europe, with a GDP per capita around 
double the European average and treble that of the poorest countries of all. In the Italian 
case, urbanisation and economic prosperity and progress thus went hand in hand. Note, 
however, that this early lead was not sustained and that by the mid-19th century, when 
other European economies were growing fast, Italy had become a lagging rather than 
leading economy, with a steadily shrinking urban sector and declining GDP per capita.  
The repercussions of urban and industrial stagnation and decline for the Italian agricultural 
sector were profound. 
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Paolo Malanima has explored these inter-relationships within the framework provided by 
Historical National Income Analysis. From the Renaissance — i.e. the end of the Middle 
Ages — the downward trend of urbanisation in central and northern Italy is clear. In part, 
this was because, during the 16th and. more especially, the 18th and 19th centuries, rural 
population growth out-paced urban population growth. Plainly, urban employment 
opportunities were failing. The effect of this was to entrap labour on the land, so that 
labour productivity in Italian agriculture declined. This reinforced the general economic 
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malaise and rendered its resolution all the more intractable. As Patrick O’Brien and Gianni 
Toniolo have demonstrated, these problems became even more pronounced in the 
Mezzogiorno of southern Italy. Land productivity in Italian agriculture nevertheless rose, 
thus bearing out Esther Boserup’s hypothesis that land productivity is largely a function of 
prevailing population levels. These rising Italian yields are, however, hardly symptomatic 
of an improving agrarian situation, since they coincided with a steady deterioration in 
Italian GDP per capita. 

  

  

By 1850 Italian crop yields may have been 50% higher than in 1300, but agricultural labour 
was 20% less productive and GDP per capita was 18% lower. Malanima is in no doubt that 
this was an economy in crisis and that crisis was writ large in the countryside. 
Spanish National Income, as reconstructed by Carlos Alvarez-Nogal and Leandro Prados 
de la Escosura, reveals a broadly similar story: for more than 5 centuries Spanish GDP per 
capita varied between £1,160 and $1,500. Spanish GDP per capita seems to have been 
two-thirds to three-quarters Italian GDP per capita during the Middle Ages.  It rose during 
the great age of discovery, conquest and colonisation, and in 1600 peaked at $1,400 
(briefly exceeding Italian per capita GDP), but thereafter it fell back and by 1800 had 
declined to $1,200 (lower than in 1300). Spain’s meta-narrative, therefore, like Italy’s, is 
one of long-term stagnation. Outside a few privileged localities, no urban or industrial 
revolution challenged the agrarian status quo. Moreover, the same seems to have been 
true of much of southern, central, and eastern Europe. 
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In the North Sea Region the story is very different.  
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Thus, between the 11th and 16th centuries Holland was transformed from a water-logged 
swamp into the most prosperous and developed region in Europe. Dutch GDP per capita, 
as estimated by Jan Luiten van Zanden and Bas van Leeuwen, grew significantly during 
the 15th and 16th century, so that by the close of the latter century Holland had overtaken 
Italy to become the richest country in Europe, a status which it enjoyed until well into the 
19th century.  
Where the Dutch economy led, the English economy followed. The latest English GDP per 
capita estimates by Steve Broadberry et al. show that GDP per capita rose following the 
Black Death, slipped back slightly during the 16th century, and then rose impressively 
throughout the 17th, 18th and 19th centuries to levels which far eclipsed those of the 
stagnating southern economies of Italy and Spain.  England, in 1300 significantly poorer 
than Spain and Italy, had overtaken both by 1700 and by 1850 its GDP per capita was 
double that of Italy.  Significantly, where Italian agricultural labour productivity fell, that of 
England rose. 
In fact, these 4 national narratives can be reduced to two:  
• a southern European/Mediterranean story of stagnating economies entrapped in urban 

torpor and rural poverty — i.e. Braudel’s histoire immobile — where little seemingly 
changed or improved in the long-term. 

• a north-west European/North Sea (alias CORN region) narrative of change, where 
Smithian growth trumped Ricardian diminishing returns and the progressive growth of 
service and manufacturing sectors helped sustain the evolution of advanced organic 
economies which generated significantly higher levels of affluence. 

This is what economists call the “Little Divergence”. 
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What was the secret of the North-Sea region’s economic success? The dramatic rise of 
major commercial metropolises was plainly one crucial ingredient. 

 

Amsterdam is a case in point.   

 

Following the Black Death, rising water levels fostered the decline of rural to the benefit of 
urban occupations, with the result that Holland developed an unusually dynamic urban 
sector. By the 16th century it had overtaken Italy to become the most urbanised country in 
Europe with over 40% of its population living in towns. No Dutch town grew more 
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impressively than Amsterdam. Between 1500 and 1600 its population increased almost 5-
fold, from 14,000 to 65,000 inhabitants. It then more than doubled to reach 200,000 in 
1700. The city’s growth was the single most dynamic component within a fast changing 
economic situation. 
 

Throughout the period 1350 to 1600 Dutch National Income grew steadily, its growth 
accelerating during the 16th century when the economy entered its ‘Golden Age’. It then 
abated after 1650 once the ‘Golden Age’ had run its course. 
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Since Dutch National Income grew marginally faster than the Dutch population, GDP per 
capita rose steadily during the 250 years that followed the Black Death, so that by 1600 it 
stood at almost $2,500 and was by far the highest in Europe. Although it then levelled off, 
Dutch GDP per capita remained the highest in Europe until England very belatedly caught 
up. Holland therefore constitutes a major success story and is probably the single best 
exemplar of economic dividends to be derived from trade-based Smithian growth. It is also 
the earliest European example of a post-rural economy, insofar as the agricultural 
contribution to Dutch National Income was both small and shrinking. 

 

As early as 1500 agriculture contributed less than a fifth of Dutch National Income, and 
over the course of the 16th century that proportion was halved to less than a tenth. 
Moreover, by 1650 the growth of Dutch agricultural output was lagging behind the growth 
of population, as Holland became less and less self-sufficient in food supplies. The key to 
Dutch economic success was therefore not its agriculture (impressive as were its 
horticultural techniques, methods of water management, and levels of productivity) but its 
manufacturing and service sectors, above all fishing, shipping, and trade. It is not that 
Dutch urban demand for grain and meat had little impact. Rather, it was rural producers 
elsewhere in Europe who mostly satisfied that demand. Amsterdam drew much of its grain 
from the Baltic and its live cattle from central Europe. 
At the climax of its ‘Golden Age’ in the early 17th century, Holland had evolved an 
economy which looks both developed and modern: 
 Agriculture contributed barely 10% of National Income 
 Its GDP per capita approached $2,500 
 Almost half its population lived in towns 
The concentrated urban demand of Amsterdam structured and influenced production over 
an ever widening area. Across the narrow seas in England, London exercised an even 
greater gravitational force, for London was a far larger city than Amsterdam and the 
English economy was 10 times the size of the Dutch. 
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Comparison of reconstructed trends of National Income and population show that although 
both tended to trend in the same direction, the relationship between population and 
National Income changed over time. 
 

National Income was lower, relative to population, before 1400, and higher, relative to 
population, from 1625. Dividing National Income by total population again yields GDP per 
capita, and its course is different in a number of significant respects from that charted by 
GDP per capita in Holland. 
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Note that for about 3 centuries a negative relationship appears to have prevailed between 
population and GDP per capita, so that GDP per capita was at a maximum in the mid-15th 
century when population was at a minimum. It is tempting to interpret this as a practical 
demonstration of the Ricardian principle of diminishing returns to labour. Note, too, that 
from the second quarter of the 17th century this inverse relationship was replaced by a 
consistently positive relationship, as population and GDP per capita rose together for the 
first time in English history. 
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From the 17th century these gains in GDP per capita were associated with a modest but 
sustained growth in urbanisation, as the Smithian gains from trade became ever more 
widely suffused through the economy. The structure of the economy was changing and, 
with it, the social distributions of wealth and opportunity. Here were the seeds of an 
expanding spiral of progress. The single most striking socio-economic phenomenon of the 
age, however, was the growth of the metropolis — London. It became, in E. A. Wrigley’s 
well-known phrase, an ‘engine of growth’. 

 

By 1560 London was 3 times the size of Amsterdam and, with a population of around 
100,000, had at last eclipsed the medieval city in size. 250 years later, in 1810, it was 10 
times larger, with a population of around 1 million. It was the second largest city in the 
World after Peking and would become the largest in 1830. 

  

Early-modern London grew on medieval institutional and functional foundations, but its 
growth after 1550 is without precedent and was of an entirely non-medieval order of 
magnitude. The city’s burgeoning population had to be constantly replenished, governed, 
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employed, amused, and fed, and these needs were eventually transmitted to the furthest 
confines of the realm, and beyond. 
 

Comparison of the exponential trend of London’s population with a reconstruction of 
English agricultural output (valued at constant prices) demonstrates that the influence of 
the city’s insatiable appetites for food, drink, and organic raw materials had a profound 
effect upon English agricultural output. It also bears out Paul Brassley’s adage, that 
agriculture is like a piece of string: it can by pulled but not pushed. 
 



 18 

As in Italy, output growth in English agriculture was largely achieved by raising land 
productivity, via higher grain yields and improved output per animal. Until the 17th century 
this tended to be at the expense of agricultural labour-productivity.  Thereafter, however 
(and for the very first time), agricultural output, land productivity, and labour productivity in 
agriculture all rose together. It is this breakthrough that constituted the so-called 
‘agricultural revolution’, and it was clearly under way before the 17th century had ended. 

 

Agricultural producers initially responded to the twin growth of demand for bread, ale and 
fodder from a rapidly expanding population and voracious metropolis, by switching 
resources into grain production. Had this been taken too far, over-expansion of arable at 
the expense of grassland and livestock might have jeopardised the ecological basis of 
England’s mostly mixed-farming systems. Nevertheless, this trend did not continue and 
from the mid-17th century the traditional arable/pastoral balance of English agriculture was 
restored. Indeed, from this point on the pastoral sector became the more dynamic of the 
two sectors and from 1650 to 1800 pastoral output grew consistently faster than arable 
output. Successful integration of arable and pastoral husbandry into new agro-systems 
raised agricultural productivity to new heights, creating what Tony Wrigley has dubbed: 
“the advanced organic economy”. 
Yet, revolutionary as were these developments within the agricultural sector, output growth 
within the service and, especially, the manufacturing sectors was more im 
pressive. Paradoxically, it was from this time that agriculture’s contribution to National 
Income began to contract, leading eventually to England’s transformation into a post-
agrarian economy and post-rural society, less and less in touch with the hard realities of 
life in the countryside. In 2009 agriculture contributed just 1.2% of the UK’s National 
Income. 
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These meta-narratives of post-medieval Holland and England demonstrate the positive 
feedback effects for agriculture of urban dynamism and urban agglomeration. Both 
countries thereby achieved modest but sustained levels of economic growth, in which 
Ricardian diminishing returns appear to have been endlessly staved off. Unlike the 
situation in the hinterlands of many Italian and Spanish cities, rural producers in England 
and Holland were able to retain the profits of the exchange of food, fuel and organic raw 
materials with towns. The benefits of exchange were therefore reciprocal rather than one-
sided. 
Towns and manufactures were essential to this positive rural dynamic, since they 
prevented the land from becoming congested with rural labour. Had the growth of either 
faltered or failed, as the example of Italy demonstrates, the whole upward spiral of 
progress would have stalled, entrapping labour on the land and depressing GDP per 
capita.  
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Urbanisation per se, however, was less transformative than metropolitan growth, since it 
was the concentration of urban demand that drove agricultural specialisation, investment 
and innovation for all the reasons elaborated by two great German theorists: Walter 
Christaller (Central Place Theory) and Johann Heinrich von Thünen (economic rent and 
the isolated state). 
The clear implication of these National Income estimates for Italy, Spain, Holland, and 
England is that economic and urban dynamism begot agricultural dynamism, and not vice 
versa (as was once believed). When it came to economic growth, agriculture was the cart 
not the horse. 
 

How rich or poor did these developments (or want of them) make these 4 European 
countries by the standards of the World today? 
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Holland alone achieved a GDP per capita in excess of $2,500 (1990 at PPP) by 1800. This 
would place it above the lowest quartile of countries today, above Pakistan but below 
India, Vietnam, and Uzbekistan. Italy at its peak of medieval prosperity, c.1400, was 
poorer — below Pakistan but above Nicaragua and Lesotho — but nevertheless above the 
poorest quartile of countries. Holland, England, and Spain in both 1300 and 1400 would all 
fall well within that quartile. Today, therefore, they would rank among the most under-
developed countries of all. England in 1300 was the poorest of the all (today, it would fall 
within the poorest decile of countries) — poorer than Uganda and as poor as Haiti and 
Rwanda. 
Early 14th-century England had all the attributes of a modern under-developed economy: 
 Agriculture contributed 44% of National Income. 
 Less than 15% of its population of c .4¾ million lived in towns. 
 Its largest city — London — had only 75,000 inhabitants. 
 GDP per capita was approximately $750 (i.e. around $2 a day). 
 Wealth was highly polarised between those who owned the land and those who 

worked it. 
The early 14th-century Luttrell Psalter depicts scenes of men and women performing 
routine farming tasks remarkably similar to those that can still be witnessed in the Congo 
today. 

 

Although artistry may lend these scenes a picturesque quality, rural life in pre-industrial 
Europe was plainly no picnic. 
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Nevertheless, there is a twist to all of this. The father of Historical National Income 
Accounting is Angus Maddison. His estimates of National Income etc for individual 
countries, regions, and continents from 1 AD to the present are available on the website 
hosted by the Groningen Growth and Development Centre in the Netherlands. 
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Maddison’s estimates of GDP per capita in 1820 for major regions of the World are widely 
respected and provide a further opportunity for comparison with these recent estimates for 
Italy, Spain, Holland and England. In 1820 Maddision estimates that average GDP per 
capita in the World as a whole was a mere $666 (1990 at PPP). GDP per capita in Europe, 
however, was about twice this and in the 12 richest European countries was more than 
double that of Asia and treble that of Africa. 

 
Adding these recent GDP estimates for Italy, Spain, Holland and England reinforces this 
contrast. Even England in 1300 was better off than most non-European countries would be 
5 centuries later in 1820. The divergence between Europe and the rest of the World is 
known as the “Great Divergence”. 
These figures demonstrate: 
1. By 1400 — at the end of the Middle Ages — Europeans were already far better off 

(measured by per capita GDP at PPP) than the inhabitants of Latin America, Asia and 
Africa would be 4-5 centuries later in 1820. 

2. Europeans had achieved that economic advantage long before the discovery of 
America and the Seven Seas, the acquisition of overseas colonies, and the rise of 
great maritime metropolises. 

3. Since most late-medieval European economies were predominantly agrarian, their 
comparative superiority in terms of GDP per capita possibly arose from certain intrinsic 
features of European agriculture. 
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By 1300 (when the adult male population numbered approximately 1.5 million): 
 1.25 million draught animals performed the work- equivalent of 10.25 million adult 

males. 
 13,500 water- and wind-powered mills performed the work-equivalent of 0.75 million 

adult males. 
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1. From at least the 14th century it looks as though Western Europe (especially its North 

Sea region) was on a different trajectory of economic development from Asia and most 
other parts of the World. Part of the explanation for this may be the high value-added, 
capital-intensive, non-human-energy-intensive and commercialised natures of its 
agriculture, of which pastoral husbandry was a major component. 

2. England in 1300 was certainly poor — far more so than either Spain or, especially, 
Italy. Possibly a quarter or more of all English households subsisted on a ‘bare bones’ 
basket of consumables. It was, however, less poor than the most under-developed 
countries in the World today and most non-European countries in 1820. At least two-
thirds of English households did not live in abject poverty and in all but the worst years 
could afford a ‘respectability’ basket of consumables, featuring a larger proportion of 
pastoral products. 

3. As the experience of first Italy, then Holland, and, finally, England demonstrates, these 
were all agrarian economies with a considerable potential for growth, once the 
necessary demand-side stimuli were put in place in the form of large and dynamic 
urban centres. In early modern Italy, when urban and industrial growth faltered, 
agricultural involution and rural congestion were the eventual results. In England, in 
contrast, at the very same time, urban and industrial dynamism begot an agricultural 
revolution. 

4. Although agriculture was integral to the growth process, it was rarely, if ever, the 
economic prime mover. Nor have its growth rates – even during the so-called 
agricultural revolution – ever matched those achieved by the service and 
manufacturing sectors. 
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