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In the last few years, American historians, both practitioners of the New
Economic History and more traditional scholars in broad sympathy with the
new methodologies, have called attention to the principal weaknesses of the
Annales School, Following the lead of Jean Marczewski and Frangois Crouzet,
they emphasized the excessive influence of Braudel, the limitation of Labrous-
se’s price history, the marrowness of Chaunu's serial history techniques, the
inadequacy of theoretical training in economics, the descriptive use of sta-
tistics, the failure to ask pointed economic questions, and reasoning through
analogies to biological processes, oceanic waves, and geological strata.  (Crou-
. zet, 1971; Hexter, 1972; Tilly, 1972: Forster, 1978).

All of these general shortcomings in economic analysis appear in the his-
torical literature on rural France recently summarized in the authoritative four
volume Histoire de la France rurale under the general editorship of Georges Duby
and Armand Wallon (1975-77). This is the first major synthesis since the
publication almost half a century ago of Marc Bloch's, Les caractéses originaux
de Uhistoire rurale frangaise (1931). These volumes contain enormous amounts
of information, statistical data, and panoramic descriptions of the rural world,
but little economic analysis. There are no operational theories for the func-
tioning of the agrarian economy, no clear grasp of the role of agriculture in
the general economic history of France.

The Duby-Wallen volumes cover more than two millenia of French rural
history. Each of the major chronological periods has its own historiographical
traditions. The modernists, clearly under the influence of Crouzet, Marczewski,
and Lévy-Leboyer, have little use for the methads and key interpretative schema
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of the Annales historians of the carly modern period. Specialists in pre-his-
totic, Gallo-Roman, and Medieval France draw their inspiration less from the
work of the Annales historians or French modernists than from a broad range
of international scholarship in historical geography, archeology, aerial photo-
graphy, and historical ecology. The emphasis here will be on the early mio-
dernists, the Annales historians of the twelfth to the eighteenth century, who
have worked in self-imposed isclation paying little attention to either their
French colleagues in other chronological periods or to non-French historians
of the preindustrial West.

Until very recently, French early modernists working in rural history were
not interested in functional economic problems. The predominance of scctoral
studies in France eliminated in advance any nced to grapple with the larger
issue of how the entire preindustrial economy operated. Among rural histo-
rians, the long established tradition of writing broad regional studies inherited
from the early geographers discouraged the investigation of linkages between
the rural world and the rest of the economy. In practice, they restricted their
studies to the narrowly rural side of problems in specific geographical areas.
In short, French early modernists as a whole have not confronted the major
economic questions of the preindustrial period directly.

Their views on the economic aspects of the rural world developed as a
curious amalgam of interpretations derived from noneconomic studies, ideo-
logical prejudices, general cultural attitudes, and interwar appreciations of eco-
nomics, To simplify somewhat, the prevailing views about the agricultural
economy of preindustriai France are a combination of Malthusian-stagnationist
notions merged with a vague Marxist bias. Coupled with this is the feeling
that the world of the peasantry existed largely outside the sphere of economic
forces.

The most fundamental notion about old regime France is that it was caught
in the Malthusian dilemma of population pressing on a limited food supply.
Among French inccllectuals, Malthusianism was part of a general cultural pes-
simism that dated back to the carly days of the Third Republic and became
more pronounced in the wake of the First World War (Sauvy, 1959; Armen-
gaud, 1975). But in rural studies Malthusian ideas were of a more recent date
and depended cssentially on pioneer work in historical demography carried
out after World War .. The principal influences werc Meuvret's {1946) sem-
inal stady of population and grain prices, Goubert’s Beauvais (1960}, and Le
Roy Ladurie’s Langnedoc (1966). The terms Malthusian or Malthusian-Ricar-
dian convey the impression of scrious functional analysis but wete basically
fashionable labels stuck on the cyclical and longterm trends uncovered with
serial history techniques. Historians rarely if ever specificd precisely what they
meant by Malthusian mechanisms and shied away from warking out the full
implications of the term. Although demographers no longer hold Malthu-
stan views (Dupiquier, 1976), the Malthusian interpretation of the rural world
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is so deeply rooted in the historical licerature that few French early modernists
can push beyond it.

The most important corollary of Malthusianism in rural studies is the
notion of stagnation. In the historical literarure, stagnation contains two main
elements: a static view of preindustrial agrarian systems and the secular stagna-
tion of agricultural production. The static notion of agrarian systems came
initially from the work of the so-called possibilist geographers of the early
twentieth century, in particular Paul Vidal de la Blache (1908, 1922) and Jules
Sion (1909). They studied what they considered to be natural geographic re-
gions. They recognized the interplay between man and his physical environ-
ment, but barring a major leap into modern technology man conformed to
the possibilities of his physical environment and developed agrarian systems
in keeping with these natural constraints (Meynier, 1958 and 1969; Lebeay,
1972). The search for the origins of these complex agrarian systems was one
of the principal concerns of historical geographers and medievalists, but there
was general agreement that they were in place by the middle ages, if not
earlier.

Medievalists and gcographers in the post-war years continued their inves-
tigations and eventually outgrew the ideas of the possibilists (Geographie, 1959
Beitrige, 1968; Dussart, 1971; Baker and Rutlin, 1973; Hoffmann, 1975).
Scholars of the old regime turned their attention mainly to other topics and
continued to accept at least implicitly the environmental determinism and
static view of preindustrial agrarian systems found in the writings of the pos-
sibilists. In general chey agreed that without massive doses of urban capital
and modern technology there was a limit to the capacities of men to wrest
a living from the environment. Men reached this limit under the old regime.
Warfare and population loss might disturb the pacterns of land use, but soon
the old patterns would be reestablished. The countryside would be rebuile,
but then the old limit would be reached again.

In accepting uncritically the popular notions of static agrarian systems and
the eternal order of the fields, early modernists misconstrued the findings of
the geographers and confused historically distinct aspects of farming. The
morphology of agrarian systems was not the same as the economic use of land.
There was always a broad range of intensification and factor mixes possible
without any change in morphology. Also the existence of the morphologic-
ally pure systems in certain regions at an early date and their immobility across
the centuries revealed little abour their historical incidence in larger areas. As
late as the nineteenth century, all the possible types of land use from slash
and burn to continuous cultivaton could be found within almost any radius
of fifty kilometres (Slicher van Bath, 1977, p. 72).

The stagnationist view of old regime agricultural production was hardly
new either but rested essentially on received opinion (Augé-Laribé, 1912 and
1955) since no one undertook serious investigation of the topic before the 1960s
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and 1970s. Among contemporary observers of old regime agriculture there
was a gencfal CONSCNSUS. Arthur Young al‘ld namerous agfal.'iaﬂ rcfornlers OF
the second half of the eighteenth century spoke with one voice: old regime
agriculture made no sense economically, French farmers were ignorant and
hidebound peasants, landlords as a group were uninterested in the land,
and the traditional methods of farming were irrational (Young, 1931; Bourde,
1967).

Fresh suppott for the stagnationist interpretation of agricultural production
came from the nationwide investigation of the tithe records under the direc-
tion of Le Roy Laduric (Goy and Le Roy Ladurie, 1972). Despite the strong
misgivings of many scholars about the usefulness of the tithe records as a reliable
indicator of gross agricultural production, Le Roy Ladurie insisted on inter-
preting the results as solid proof of the secular stagnation of agricultural pro-
duction. In his 1973 inaugural lecture to the Collége de France, Le Roy La-
durie (1974a} spoke of immobile history. The low level of agricultural pro-
duction and productivity held back urbanization and gencral economic deve-
ment. He repeated his earlier conviction (Le Roy Ladurie, 1966} that French
agriculture had reached a technical impasse. The only way out was through
an agricultural revolution.

The Marxist element in the post-war view of the preindustrial world was
an intellectually vague bias, really more of a moral sentiment than 2 firm com-
mitment to a philosophical system. At its most fundamental, this non-doctri-
naire Marxism was a moralizing sentimentality for the world of the peasantry.
As such it drew support from the work of the geographers and historians of
the pre-1939 period {e.g. Dion, 1934a). These academics expressed a nostalgia
for the life of the peasantry and the routines of the countryside that contrasted
sharply with the official, Paris-based attitude of the government that peasants
and peasant life were brucal, beorish, and barbarian (Weber, 1976). Fresh
reinforcement for this nostalgia came again from academics of the post-war
period who studicd the destructive impact of rapid industrialization on the
vanishing peasant (Aymard, 1974, pp. 503-4). Finally Marxism of a sort secp-
ed into old regime studies from French Revolutionary scholarship, firse from
the cnormously influential work of Georges Lefebvre (1924, 1954, 1963) and
later from the new generation of scholars, in particular Albert Soboul {e.g.
Soboul, 1970).

Whatever its origins, in practicc this Marxist bias strongly influcnced the
work of rucal historians. As the corpus of scholarship grew, the Marxist pre-
judice became morc pronounced. The peasant proprictor emerged as the hero.
Noble landlords, the Church, and the great tenant farmers were graspiug ex-
ploiters indiffercne to the plight of the masses {e.g. Roupnel, 1922; Venard,
1957; Saint-Jacob, 1960; Pescz and Le Roy Ladurie, 1965; Jacquart, 1974).
This bias blinded many to potentially fruitful lines of inquiry. Historians
described the cxpropriation of the peasantry as an unmitigated evil and over-
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iooked the positive results of economic change. They emphasized exploita-
tion, not the beneficial effects of the market.

The final clement in the general view of the preindustrial rural world, the
notion that the peasantry existed outside the range of economic forces, had a
complex lineage too. In part it drew on the Third Republic concept of the Two
Frances — the modern, industrializing and urban France on the one hand,
the world of the peasantry on the other (Weber, 1976). In part also the
bifurcated view of economics as one thing and peasant agriculture as some-
thing clse reflected the gencral underdevelopment of agrarian economics and
the preoccupation of early economists and economic historians with com-
merce and industry. There was an implicit equation of economic forces and
market transactions. Since subsistence agriculture was only marginally in-
volved in the market if at all, the obvious, though erroncous, conclusion was
that it was also outside the sphere of economics. Agriculture was traditionally
seen as part of an older, premarket arrangcmen't, and its role was largely pas-
sive. Capitalism as an exogenous force transformed agriculture from the
outside, worked through bourgeois investors and ambitious tenant farmers,
and pulled agriculture out of the grips of communal and nonmarket systems
of land use. Bloch's (1931) description of the agricultural revolution drew
heavily on this general understanding of economics.

Given the well-known weaknesses in theoretical training in economics,
the sccroral approach in research, the statistical empiricism of the serial history
techniques, and the aggressive imperialism of post-war demographic studies,
it was not surprising that French early modernists seized upon the secular trend
in prices and population as the most obvious unifying theme for their work.
By the late 1960s and early 1970s, the Malthusian-stagnationist interpretation
of these sccular trends had taken on the strength of a theological system. For
those brought up in the faith, any other view of the world was scarcely con-
ceivable.

The leading scholars were of one mind. Braudel clarified and expanded
his earlier ideas in the revisions of The Mediterranean (1966) and in Capitalism
and Material Life (1967, 1977). He employed a Malthusian model of popula-
tion and food supply and subscribed to the notion of the secular stagnation of
preindustrial societies, In gencral texts and review articles, Plerre Chaunu
(1974) and Emmanuel Le Roy Ladurie (1974b, 1977) described the familiar
patterns as the multisecular undulating thythms of a preindustrial, homeostatic
ccosystem.  Beginning with a high point in the late thirteenth. and early
fourteenth centuries, the “crowded world ” of the French countryside — a
point of pride among French historians, though poorly documented — plung-
ed, bottomed out, and recovered, only to repeat the cycle again with appro-
priate adjustments in the size of farms, agricultural production, average age
at marriage, ete. The carly modern period was in a sense a rerun of the

179




James L. Goldsmuth

High Middle Ages and nothing significant changed prior to the mid-cigh-
teenth century.

All this and much more appeared in volume 11 of the Duby-Wallon, His-
toire de la France rurale. Hugues Neveux, Jean Jacquart, and Emmanuel Le
Roy Ladurie summarized the most significant work of the last thirty years
and presented it with numerous contradictions within the traditional inter-
pretative framework. All the basic notions appeared: the secular trends in
population, secular stagnation of agricultural production, the equilibrium bet-
ween population and food supply, the immobility of the principal agrarian
systems, the strong Marxist sympathy for the dispossesscd peasant, the hostility
to engrossing landlords and sharp tenant farmers, nostalgia for the world of
small peasant proprietors, the necessity of an agricultural revolution. And
yet despite the continuing commitment to these general interpretive schema,
the authors had obvious misgivings. A generation of intensive empirical re-
search produced massive amounts of information that no longer fit into the
old paradigm. They faithfully recorded the results of the solid monographic
research about agriculture and the rural world but were clearly unable to make
any real sense out of it. They held on to the old theorics for want of anything
better. Volume 11 of the Duby-Wallon collection accurately reflected the
dilemma in eatly modern French scholarship. Many historians were increas-
ingly uncomfortable with the growing gap between fact and theory, but few
could see their way out of the quandary.

Confidence in the Annales techniques has dwindled appreciably in France
in the last few years. The Annales approach to economic history never enjoyed
much support outside of France, but for a long time few French scholars
criticized it openly. The first to declarc their independence from the Vie
Section's methods and conceptualization of economic history were the scholars
engaged in Marczewski's project to compute national aggregate statiscics in
the early 1960s {Marczewski;, 1964). This extremely bitter divorce left the
Annales historians more firmly committed to the serial history techniques than
ever (Chaunu, 1964). By the late 1960s and early 1970s, students of preindus-
trial commerce and industry no longer accepted Labrousse’s theories about the
predominance of agricultural prices and production, but in gencral they did
not break completely with the Amnales methods (Richer, 1968: Léon, 1970
and 1974; Deyon, 1972). Instead they took refuge in the notion of indepen-
dent economic strata advanced most forcefully in Braudel's, Capitalism and
Material Life (1967).

Michel Morincau was more outspoken in his criticism. In the late 1960s
and early 1970s, Morineau saw himsclf as an apostate, deliberately provocative
and iconoclastic in rejecting the central tencts of the old faith {Morineau, 1968a,
1971, 1974a}. He asscreed that old regime France never faced a real Malthu-
sian situation in which population pressed against the absolute limit of food
supply. The traditional agricultural systems were far more Rexible than anyone
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allowed. Without any significant change in agricultural techniques or yields
per acre, French agricultural production expanded in the first half of the nin-
eteenth century and accommodated a considerable increase in population.
There was no reason from the point of view of potential food supply why
the population of early modern France should have declined seriously at sev-
eral points in time, no reason either why it could not have grown. French
historians, Morineau argucd, were wrong in secing agri::ulture as the main
villain.

According to Morineau, the subsistence crises of the old regime were not
Malthusiam at all. In many cases disease acted as an independent variable.
In other cases the mortality crises were crises of poverty whose principal causes
lay in social structure and distribution of incomes, not in food supply. He
shacply criticized the practice of measuring the amplitude of harvest failures
through the movement of prices (Morineau 1968b, 1969, 1974b). Prices re-
vealed the workings of the markets, not the size of crops. Morineau agreed
that the optimum yields in grain production were. stagnant from the middle
ages to the middle of the nineteenth century, but he rejected the simple equi-
librium models usually proposed. He stressed the complexity of the relation-
ships and the frequent disequilibium berween cconomic activity and agri-
culture on the one hand, population on the other.

Morineau’s work was controversial, but most of the criticism directed
against it was far too narrowly conceived. It focused on this or that inter-
pretation of fact, suitable statistical techniques for the measurement of agri-
culeural production and productivity, the evaluation of data on the size of the
French population, ctc. {Dupiquier, 1972, Newell, 1973 and 1976; Morineau,
1976a and 1976b; Neveux, 1975). These question were by their very nature
highly technical and Morincau was admittedly not always correct in his argu-
ments. The archival materials of the old reégime and the firse half of the nine-
teenth century do not lead themselves easily to meaningful stadistical analysis
(Landes, 1972). While no one could deny the legitimacy of this sort of debate,
indeed its necessity, the preoccupation with technical issues distracted actention
from the real significance of Morineau’s publications. Few French historians
addressed themselves to the larger question Morineau raised.

Morineau approached the economic history of preindustrial France from a
fresh perspective. Unlike most of his colleagues, he was thoroughly familiar
with the Dutch, Belgian, and English [iteracure on agricultural production.
He understood the complicated market mechanisms of the preindustrial world
and made important contributions to the updating of price history. He reject-
ed the stage theories implicit in the usual argument of the triple eightzenth
century rtevolution: agricultural, demographic, and industrial. He argued
against the simplistic notion of a sudden dramatic agricultural revolution and
stressed the slow evolutionary changes in cropping and land use. He reco-
gnized several historical patterns but insisted that for the butk of French far-
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mers the major innovations, namely the spread of buckwheat, maize, and
eventually potatoes, were not the precursors of economic advance but the signs
of a steady deterioration in the standard of living, Motincau boldly asked
the hard questions his colleagues shied clear of: how were population growth
or decline, food production, the expansion or contraction of industrial pro-
duction and commerce related in concrete historical cases? He insisted on
locking at the entire economic context and challenged his colleagues to aban-
don the ounnoded clichés of the classtoom.

* %k

Where do we go from herc? Morineau’s work was 2 major step in the
right direction. He placed his finger on many of the key problems, but pro-
vided no comprehensive methodology for the reinterpretation of preindustrial
agrarian history. In its present form, the agrarian history of France necds the
analytical techniques and insights found in four major blocks of literature:
agricultural production economics (Heady, 1952; Martin, 1977), developmen-
tal economics with special attention to the role of agriculture (Malassis, 1975;
Reynolds, 1975; Thorbecke, 1969; Southworth, 1967), the structural analysis
of socio-economic systems {Kuznets, 1965; Clark, 1957; Harvwell, 1973), and
finally the Dutch historical literature with its careful distinctions between agri-
cultural, agrarian, and rural history (Van der Woude, 1975}, We must begin
with an understanding of how agricultural economices function in a wide var-
jety of historical settings and then apply this knowledge to the fragmentary
French evidence. The sources contain a wealth of inforimation on the structural
organization and transformation of the French cconomy, systems of marketing,
distribution of employment and income, etc. French listorians in their passion
for detail have uncovered much of it. Some of this information can be used
in a rigorously quantitative manner, much of it cannot.  The key is knowing
what to do with the evidence we have.

The reinterpretation of preindustrial French agrarian history requires a
major reformulation of problems through the infusion of cconomic theory.
This will entail the careful sorting out and categorization of issues within the
amorphous sprawl of French peasant studies. Among other things, clear lines
should be drawn between commercial and subsistance agriculture, farmers
and the residual rural population, problems of agricultural supply and demand.
Also agriculture and rural society did not develop in a vacuum. Any reinter-
pretation of agratan history of nccessity involves a reinterpretation of the
Jarger cconomy and of the mechanisms that governed its functioning and trans-
formation. Specifically this means the abandonment of stagnation, neo-Mal-
thusian, implicit and explicit stage theories both for agriculture and the entire
preindustrial economy. _

Major alterations occurred in every scctor of the economy in the prein-
dustrial period. The popular notion that nothing significant changed in France
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or in the rural world between the High Middle Ages and the middie of the
cighteenth century is simply wrong. In 1789 France was far more urbanized,
industrial, and commercial than i 1500 {Markovitch, 1974; Léon, 1970).
Similarly, the France of 1500 was not the same as the France of 1300. The
occupational structure of the population became more diversified as time passed.
Administrative efficiency, though never what it should have been, improved.
The growing litcrature on the cconomic history of preindustrial Europe stres-
ses demand and emphasizes the generally unspectacular, bur cumulatively
powerful nature of the changes that took place. There was litle technological
innovation, and no revolutionary changes. But market mechanisms slowly
improved, economic specialization and diversification occurred, new income
groups appeared (Cipolla, 1974, 1976; Dec Vries, 1976). In France, the eco-
nomic centre of gravity slowly shifted away from agricalure with its low
growth potential towards the industrial and commiercial sectors that contained
greater opportunitics for further growth. France obviously did not follow
a straight path of ccononiic progress. There were ups and downs and greas
regional varicty. But in every instance the performance of the agriculrural
sector was intimately connected with the rest of the economy,

The work of developmental cconomists sheds mnch light on the historical
problems of preindustrial agrarian societies. The understanding of agriculture
and rural society as an integral part of a total socio-cconomic system is the
relatively recent outcome of the long search for strategics and theories of eco-
nomic growth (Johnston, 1969, 1970; Mosher, 1966). In many ways the mis-
takes and abandoned theorics of the cconomists are as instructive to the his-
torian as the general consensus that now prevails, Neoclassical economics 1s
poorly equipped to handle the dynamic problems of economic growth and
development and economists soon learned that stage theories and two sector
modcls that lJumped all economic activity under the categories of agriculture
and nonagriculture were inadequate. Similarly the discussion of the contri-
butions of agriculture to economic growth in terms of increased production,
rcleased labour, markets for nonagricultural goods, and finance captured only
part of the process of structural change.

By the mid-1960s, developmental economists working with the Less
Developed Countries realized thar any attempt to modernize agriculture that
stressed nmarrowly technical considerations and ignored the -total historical-
institutional setting was doomed to failure. Low levels of agricultural produc-
tivity. rural unemployment, and underemployment, subsistence farming with
primitive techniques, and periodic famines were not merely agricultural pro-
blems but manifestations of entire systems of economic underdevelopment
(Johnston, 1970). The failure of the Green Revolution to solve the food pro-
blem through technological transfer underscored the lesson that moderniza-
tion involved a toral transformation of traditional agrarian societies {Ruttan,
1975). Effective demand, a more equitable distribution of incomes, the avail-
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ability of nonagricuitural employment, efficient market systems, and adequate
transportation were just as essential as high yields techniques to insure an ade-
quate dict.

In other words, agriculture and rural society cannot be properly under-
stood in isolation. There are no purely agronomical or technical explanations
for the structure of agriculture (Malassis, 1975). The explanation for the forms
of both commercial and subsistence agriculture as well as the patterns of rural
employment and social structure lie in the intersectoral relations within the
total socio-cconomic syster at the particular level of development under con-
sideration. The agrosystems of old regime France were not static adaptations
to geographic conditions, but were to a great extent products of socio-econ-
omic conditions. French historians and geographers have examined in exhaus-
tive detail the relationship between the physical environment and agricultural
systems and more recently outlined the impact of population fluctuations on
patterns of land use.  But this is not cnough. Apart from the studics of viti-
culture and suburban truck gardening (Dion, 1934b, 1959; Philpponneau,
1956}, they have not paid sufficient attention to the influence of larger eco-
nomic forces,

The principal problems in the economic history of preindustrial rural France
fall into thrce broad categories: the development of commercial agriculture,
subsistence farming, and the economic history of the nonagricultural rural
population. In cach case understanding the mechanisms governing the rela-
tionships of population, food supply, and the larger economy is fundamental.
These mechanisms were highly complex and cannot be reduced to simnple
functions of population tluctuation {Clark, 1968; Clark and Haswell, 1970;
Habakkuk, 1971; Chambers, 1972). The demographic, economic, and agrarian
history of old regime France provides numerous examples of the many pos-
sible combinations of variables in regionally balanced and unbalanced growth
(Duby-Wallon, I, pp. 393-441; Morincau, 1971, pp. 97-337).

Preindustrial France was economically underdeveloped and overpopulated,
but the record was not entircly black. France had some advanced industrial
zones, some regions of highly productive commercial farming. But on the
whole, France's economic growth and development were seriously unbalanced,
income disparirics WCIe enornous, cmploylncnt opportunities inadcquatc, wages
low, land rents high, inland transportation costly and slow. Economically
isolated regions coexisted with privileged arcas open to both national and in-
ternational commerce. Strong social customs buile up over centurics held
back population growth, but even so millions were born and died on the mar-
gins of the economy, consuming little and producing virtually nothing. Insti-
tutional obstacles prevented much of the population increase from expressing
itself as effective demand. Underemployment and widespread poverty dis-
couraged productive investment and offered easy opportunitics for enrichment
from socially exploitative arrangements.  There is no gainsaying the appalling
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misery of preindustrial France or its frequently lackluster economic record,
but agriculture was not solely or even principally to blame.

Agriculure contributed substantially to the economic expansion of France
(Leer, 1978; Roehl, 1976). The commercialized segment of agriculture grew
in response to increases in effective demand at home and abroad. As is well
known, France figured prominently in the international market for agricuitural
commodities, cspecially grain and wines. In the domestic market, urbaniza-
tion and the growth of the nonagricultural population engaged in commerce
and industry stimulated agriculture.  Agricultural economists speak of the
spatial organization of agriculture and growth poles (Schulez, 1953; Katzman,
1974). E. A. Wrigley {1967) used these ideas in his famous article on the eco-
nomic impact of London on the English economy. The same thing occurred
in France, but the cumulative effect was dampened by the existence of several
growth poles instead of one. The principal growth poles were major cities
such as Paris (Brunet, 1960; Garnier, 1975a, 1975b), Toulouse {Fréche, 1975},
Lyons {Champier, 1965), Marseilles (Romane, 1956), etc. and a host of les-
ser LOWRS.

The proof for the performance of the commercialized segmenc of agri-
culrure is most abundant for the export market (Léon, 1974). The more diffi-
cult task is coming to grips with the domestic market. Although there are
some figures which shed light on production, the size of markets, internal com-
merce, much of the evidence is indirect. Proof for the responsiveness of agri-
culture 15 found in the significant alterations in property owncrship, agrarian
structure, leases, marketing, and transportation that occurred around the prin-
cipal growth poles. The expansion of commercial agriculture altered the eco-
nomic profile of the countryside. Inadequate credit facilities that were both
a result and a cause of general cconomic underdevelopment made it almost
inevitable that outsiders — urban investors, nobles, the Church — would be
major landowners in the commercialized sector of agriculture.  Usually upper-
class capital in the form of land, equipment, and major farm animals allied
with uppercrust peasant managerial ability and working capital while the mas-
ses supplied the unskilled labor. Patterns of seasonal migration developed in

keeping with the labor demands of the changing agrarian structures (Pous~
sou, 1970).

Agriculture was capable of responding to effective demand because there
were always substantial reserves of potential productive capacity. Too often
discussions of old regime French agriculture presuppose, contracy to all evi-
dence, a homogeneity of techniques applied equally to every acre of land in
a given area or drastic shortages of good land. According to the logic of the
popular neo-Malthusian argument, the only way to increase production sub-
stantially was through some technological breakthrough or radical change in
farming practices, namely an agricultural revolution. Virtually all case studies
of regional allocauve cfficiency, whether in developed or underdeveloped
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countries, conclude that significantly greater production is possible with a re-
distribution of acreages, farm aninals, labour and the like, or the fuller use of
available land (French, 1977; Askari and Cummings, 1976). This is what
occurred in preindustrial France. The principal systems of fallow farming
spread to include greater segments of the countryside, or larger, better equipped,
and more efficient farms replaced smaller units of production. The evidence
from eighteenth and carly nincreentlt century France is conclusive. French
tarmers were able to step up production significantly, more in marginal arcas
than in traditionally advanced atras, with only minimal changes in agrarian
techniques {Morineau, 1971, 1974a; Grantham, 1975; Duby-Wallon, i, pp-
393-441 and III, pp. 107-141}.

Commercial agricultural production followed the lead of effective demand
but the pace of change was slow. Rapid alterations in agrarian structures,
levels of production, and cropping are unlikely in any cvent for easily identi-
fiable economic reasons. There is no need to adopt elaborate theories about
peasant value systems, cultucal and psychological barriers to modernization
to explain the actions of French farmers (Duby-Wallon, 11 p. 421; Rogers, 1969
Georgescu-Rocgen, 1969).  The evidence both from Europe and the modern
developing countries indicates that farmers in a wide variety of historical sect-
tings were responsive to econoniic incentives and if the desired supply was not
forthcoming there was usually a good economic reason (Clark and Haswell,
1970; Myint, 1969). The supply response of agriculture is never a simple matter,
but depends on the totalicy of the economic situation {Askari and Cummings,
1976). The economic positions of producers strongly influences their response —
the higher the income of farmers, the more likely a positive response to price
changes. The supply response also differs with the type and dominance of the
crop. The more dominant the crop, the less likely any great increase in production
barring some drastic and fairly permanent price change. These considerations
shed considerable light on the immobility of the agrarian systems in many
of the major graingrowing regions of France, and the alterations found in more
peripheral areas (Slicher van Bath, 1977 p. 74-79).

French historians often point to the patterns of communal land use as a
major obstacle to modernization and stress the difficulry agrariah * indivi-
dualisr ™ had in placing production on a rational, capitalistic footing. Jules
Sion {1909}, Marc Bloch (1931}, and Roger Dion {1934) were of this opinion.
More recent rescarch suggests that the rules of communal land use were far
less widespread and rigid than once thought and that many of the ancient forms
survived because they still made sense economically (Meuvrer, 1968). There
can be little doubt that the fragmentation of the land and the antique provi-
sions of seigneurial law slowed down the reorganization of the country-side,
but they were not insurmontable obstacles. Widely fluctuating prices disguised
in the moving averages of the serial historians were probably more important
in discouraging production increases.
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Despite the strictures of the eighteenth-century agrarian reformers and
their modern disciples, preindustrial French farming both commercial and sub-
sistence made sense cconomiically in terms of the prevalling conditions. The
grain farmers of northern France were undoubtedly correct in ignoring the
advice of the cighteenth—century agronomes to adopt complex systems of mixed
farming in which fodder crops played 2 major role. Questions of the unsuita-
bility of soils and climate aside, neither factor nor product prices warranted
such a drastic change.

The overwhelmingly pessimistic evaluation of French grain farming is
based to a great extent on international comparisons of crop sizes drawn from
seed-yield ratios, The general conclusion runs as follows: grain farming in
nocthern France returning say 6-8 to 1 was far inferior to the best English or
Flemish returns of 12-16 to 1. Such a conclusion is totally unwarranted. Tech-
nical and economic efficiency are not the same thing. Seed-yield ratios by
themselves are an insufficient index of economic efficiency {Aymard, 1973;
Christensen, 1975). Data on sced-yiclds are incommensurable economically
without full information on the production functions under scrutiny. This
would mean gathering full data on land values, labour costs, fertilizer prices,
markets, transportation, ctc, and cspecially on the larger agrosystems in which
grain farming figured. In the Low Countries and in England, high yield and
high cost methods in grain farming were secondary consequences of expanding
demand for meat, dairy priducts, industrial crops, and the like and were econo-
mically feasible only as part of a larger whole {Slicher van Bath, 1977 p. 82).
In most of France, the low cost, low yield techniques made perfectly good
economic sense just as they did in much of Central and Eastern Europe.

The explanations for the low level of production and productivity were
broadly economic, not narrowly technical. While it is always possible in any
economic situation to read the evidence more than one way, the level of com-
mercial agricultural production and the agrarian techniques employed were
mainly consequences of general economic undevelopment rather than obsta-
cles to further growth (Habakkuk, 1966). Agriculture played an essential, but
ancillary role in the economic development of France. [t followed suit. The
evidence suggests the underutilization of resources, not a Malthusian impasse.
The technical capacity for a substantial increase in agricultural production with
minimal changes in farming practices existed, but the economic conditions
were unfavorable. The chief impediments lay on the side of effective demand
and in inadequate marketing structures.

The record of commercial agriculture was quite respectable, but in the last
few years French historians have downplayed its significance in the analysis
of rural history for both methodological and ideological reasons. Much of
the evidence for the changes in commercial agriculture lends isself poorly to
the serial history techniques of quantification currently in vogue. Research
on the contruction of commercial farms and agrarian structures has continued
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but it is considered a little passé, material for geographers, regional publications
and sociétés savantes, but generally inappropriate for the more prestigeous journals
unless linked directly to demographic material. In addition, the narrow focus
of rural studics has discouraged the systematic investigation of the linkages
between the rural world and urban centres.  Finally, price history which is also
out of fashion has only recently developed techniques for studying the workings
of markets for agricultural commeodities.

The ideological reasons for minimizing the positive contributions of com-
mercial agriculture are probably more important than the methodological
considerations.  French rural history is essentially the story of the peasantry
shot through with an unmistakable hostility to capitalism broadly conceived
and to cconomic modernization. The history of French agriculture has its
undeniably dark sides. Eviction of tenants was brutal, the laws regulating in-
debtedness were harsh and unjust, the scigneurial system in practice lent itself
all too casily to the exploitation of the rural masses. Economic growth inevitably
brought both dislocation and new opportunitics for further advance. Both
are part of the historical record.

Studies of small-scale and subsistence farming are much more in the public
eye and it is here that the Malthusian-stagnacionist interpretations are most
deeply rooted. The ™ facts " of land fragmentation under population pressure,
recurrent famines, mortality crises, and very low yields in peasant grain farming
are undeniable, The interpretarion of this data is another question. Other * facts ”
such as the preindustrial maximam in population and agticultural production
reached in the fourteenth and sixtecnth centuries and only surpassed in the
eighteenth century are insufficiently established. A final category of * facts ”
including the diversification of rural employment and radical changes in the
economic organization of the countryside reccive far too little attention.

The evidence for a multisecular ceiling in ecither total national or total rural
population is very scanty. The proofs consist of injudicious extrapolations
from inevitably narrow case studies and wild exaggerations of population
figures from fiscal sources, especially those of the fourteenth century (Duby-
Wallon, I p. 554ff; Le Roy Ladurie, 1977 p- 484-5). While it may well be true
that the maximum population of some rural parishes changed little from Saint
Louis to Saint Simon, there s no rcason to believe thar this was true for the
majority of rural parishes, let alone small villages and larger urban centres.
Even in those parishes where the total population reached 2 multisecular plateau,
radical economic rcorganization frequently occurred {(Villgges, 1965). Eco-
nomic structure was mote important than sheer numbers.

The evidence for a multisecular ceiling in agricultural production is derived
essentially from the recent study of the tithe records. There is no need to repeat
here all of the objcctions to blind faith in the data of the tithe receipts (Goy
and Le Roy Ladurie, 1972 p. 25-43, 214-244; Bonnin, 1968; Morincau, 1974a
p- 345-348). In their bewildering complexity they supply precious information
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about the rural economy, but by themselves they are reliable indicators only
of a major source of ecclesiastical revenues. Many of the most important changes
in arable farming appeared partially if ac all in these records. Also they covered
only part of agricultural production. Long ago Pietre Goubert (1970, p. 92-95)
insisted that French historians paid far toc much attention to the principal
grains and ignored the vegetable gardens and the small assortment of animals
that were the mainstay of most small-scale farmers.

The small-scale and subsistence farmers of preindustrial France were re-
markable for their tenacity and ingenuity. Under the pressures of necessity,
they moved from primitive slash and burn techniques or infteld-outfield arran-
gements to more intensive forms of fallow farming. In the early modern pe-
riod, they adopted the high-yield, cheap food substitutes for the principal grains,
namely buckwheat, maize, and eventually potatoes. But even here there were
historically verifiable limits to the amount of labour capital-poor subsistence and
small-scale farmers would pour into the cultivation of the arable.

The pitifully low grain yields found in most subsistence farmsteads shed
less light on the productive limits of traditional grain farming methods than
the failure to apply even these methods thoroughly (e.g. Jacquart, 1974 p. 284+
305). The explanation for the careless cultivation of the arable was threefold: the
financial inability of many to ¢ither own or lease the plowghs and draft animals
necessary for the proper working of the land, the tax system that fell on the
grain fields and discouraged increased production, and finally the options for
more remunerative, intercsting, or less gruelling work clsewhere {Goubert,
P., 1970 p. 96-99). The passionate attachment to the land may well be more
bourgeois than peasant. Ninecteenth-century evidence suggests that small-scale
farmers turned to intensive manual labour techniques in grain farming that were
always theoretically possible only when other rural employment options,
specifically work in the rural texule industry, began to dry up {Grantham, 1975).

In other words, there was something of a drudgery calculus, a psycho-
logical as well as an economic judgment that beyond a certain point ir was
more profitable and less burdensome to seek other employment or enter other
types of farming than to pour more and more labour into cultivating the fields,
Population pressure undoubtedly led to the fragmentation of the land, but
it also gave rise to economic diversification and to the movement away from
subsistence agriculture.  The number of small-scale agricultural specialists
producing wine, engaged in truck gardening or growing industrial crops in-
creased.  Similarly, the rapid spread of the rural textile industey, the muitipli-
cation of commercial by-cniployments, and the growth of migrant labour point
to a willingness on the part of a substantial scgment of the rural population to
abandon subsistence farming to a greater or lesser degree.

The diversification of rural employment was one of the most importane
changes in the preindustrial period {Kellenbenz, 1974; Markovitch, 1975 and
1976}. Nineteenth century historians are well aware of the heterogeneity of
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rural employment but old regime specialists pay insufficicnt attention to this
in their analysis of rural society (Compare vols. [l and IiI in the Duby-Wallon
series). Old regime France was a nation of peasants, so we are told (Duby-
Wallon, If p. 370). But just what was a peasant? There is no term in French
social history vocabulary more imprecise than peasant. If peasants were basi-
cally farmers, then eighteenth-century France was hardly a peasant country.
In 1789, the majority of rural inhabitants in many cegions, a sizeable proportion
everywhere, were neither commercial farmers nor subsistence farmers, but
nonfarm country residents with at most a small vegetable garden (Duby-Wallon,
11, p. 440ff; Dupiquicr and Jacquare, 1973). They picced together a livelihood
from various sorts of regular and casual employment, begging and crime into
what has been called the “ makeshift economy of the poor” (Hufton, 1974
p. 11-24).

The increasing diversification of rural employment was an essental feature
of the slow structural transformation of the entire preindustrial cconomy. From
the cnd of the middle ages until the carly nineteenth century, population increa-
se, the spread of rural industry, limited urbanization, the growing comumerciali-
zation of agriculture, market expansion, and the growth of commetcial employ-
ment opportunities slowly transformed the tural economy. [n many regions
the middle range of independent farmers disappearcd and villages became in-
creasingly polarized between the great tenant farmers who worked consolidated
farmers and the land-poor, capital-poor masses. Many of the latter found farm-
ing the least viable option. The heterogeneity of rural employment in both
the secondary and tertiary sectors reached its peak in the first half of the nineteenth
century. Then further urbanization, the decline of rural industry, and the exodus
from the countryside simplified the structure of the rural cconomy (Duvy-
Wallon, Il p. 69-85, 453467). - The countryside became once again primarily
the residence of peasant farmers. Historians, like the geographer before them,
mistook the apogec of traditional peasant society and agrarian systems, roughly
the second half of the nincteenth century, for the eternal order of the fields
and read this back into earlier periods.

In the preindustrial period, the unbalanced growth of the cconomy resulted
in what developruental economists call a labour slack population {Reynolds, 1975
pp. 11-14; Krishna, 1975; Clark and Haswell, 1970, pp. 93-151). Balanced
economic growth where the nonagricultural sectors of the economy expand
fast enough to provide employment for a growing population is historically
rare among developing countrics.  Even England did not escape the unhealthy
backup of rural labour in the carly nincteenth century (Deane, 1965 pp. 254~
275}, In France, the bulk of the unemployed and underemployed lived in
the countryside, but their plight was not mainly the fault of agriculture. They
were not seriously involved in agricultural production except as scasonal day
labourers.  Agriculture absorbed more than its share of the poor. Subsistence
farming was not an infinitely clastic welfare haven but an economic activity
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that required at least minimal amounts of land, capital, and managerial ability,
not to mention good luck. There was also a limit to the employment thac
commercial agriculture could provide. In France it was the performance of
the nonagricultural sectors of the economy which to a large extent determined
both the appearance and the eventual retreat of rural unemployment and
underemployment.

The imbalances in the economic growth and development of preindustrial
France appeared not only in production, employment, and population, but
in marketing and government. The history of famines illustrates clearly the
all-embracing nature of both underdevelopment and development. The re-
currence of famines in the sixteenth and seventeenth centuries and their disap-
pearance in the eighteenth century was a major problem for early modern
French historians. The simple two variable analysis of population and food
supply in general use explained the appearance of the famines easily enough,
so it seemed, and pointed logically to some change in supply to account for
their retreat.  Some histrians theorized that an agricultural revolution of sorts
occurred in the eightcenth century, others argued in favour of alterations in chi-
mate (e.g. Goubert, P. 1970 p. 58-66 for a sumumary of the arguments). The
evidence supported neither interpretation.  The advances in agronomy were
too slight to amount to an agricultural revolution (Morineau, 1971), and the
longterm climatic cycles of the preindustrial period were of minimal importance
in grain farming (Slicher van Bath, 1977 p. 57-64).

In fact the entire historical problem was poorly specified. It was not merely
an increase in the total size of the French population that brought about famines,
but the failure of institutions to keep pace with changing socio-economic ar-
rangements. The economic transformations of the sixteenth and seventeenth
centuries resulted in part in the emergence of a substantial segment of the rural
population dependent on wages and the market for food, but neither the market
mechanisms nor public administration had matured sufficienty to ensure these
particularly vulnerable groups a reasonably safe existence in peacetime, let
alone in war. Urban areas had their own defence mechanisms against food
shortages, but no one looked out for the rural poor. By the eighteenth and
early nincteenth centuries, both market mechanisms and government had de-
veloped sufficiently to dampen the social impact of any food shortage, except
of course when government itself collapsed {Flinn, 1974 p. 284-318; Lebrun,
1971; Post, 1977). A bad harvest of roughly the same proportions caused far
less human suffering in the eighteenth century than in the sixteenth (Morineauy,
1974a p. 360-365).

Diseases in preindustrial France are also best understood in the context
of entire socic-economic and institutional systems of underdevelopment (Flinn,
1974; Dupiquier, 1976; Lebrun, 1971). In the last few years French demo-
graphers have explored the etiology of discases and reassessed their earlier inter-
pretations of the mortality crises. Epidemic diseases such as plague had no direct
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relationship with food supply. The linkage was indirect. Vector borne epi-
demic diseases often coincided with harvest failures because underdeveloped
societics unwittingly reacted to food shortages in such a way as to spread discase.
Beggars took to the roads, cities imported infested grain shipments, ctc. Once
again the municipal areas led the way in developing the defence mechanisms
of quarantine and gencral public health precautions that the government later
used for the entire economy (Biraben, 1974), Endemic discases were less subject
to the control of slowly maturing governments, but they were most widespread

in the regions of greatest social and economic underdevelopment (Goubert,
].P.1974)

* % %

Well over a decade has elapsed since the acrimonious debate between the
Annales serial historians and the French advocates of national accountancy
methods.  Neither group really offered a satisfactory methodology for the
cconomic history of the prestatistical or at best protostatistical period. A third
approach s suggested here that begins with an integrated view of development
and underdevelopment and makes use of a3 wide range of direce, indirect, and
even impressionistic information about economic institutions and social structures
as a control for the fragmentary and frequently unreliable quantitative data. The
emphasis falls on structures rather than merely on production. A decade or
so ago, Simon Kuznets, 2 man no one could accuse of being hostile to quandi-
fication, published a collection of essays in which he stressed the structural di-
mensions of economic growth and development (Kuznets, 1965). More recently,
Max Hartwell (1973) echoed the same theme in asserting that historians have
paid insufficient attention to structural change both as a cause and a consequence
of economic growth.

The broad structural approach is particularly helpful in understanding the
agrarian and rural history of preindustrial France. The organization of agri-
culture and rural society can only be understood propertly as part of a larger
interrelated economic system. Here an extensive literature on agrarian and
developmental economics, balanced and unbalanced growth offers useful insights
into the functioning of traditional agratian societies. Understanding the syste-
matic interrelationships of the key variables is only the first step. Developnrental
cconomists rightly insist that every historical situation is different. The relative
importance of the principal variables is never the same in any two concrete
cases. Endogenous and exogenous forces as well as the heritage of institutions
distort the neat models.

There are no magic formulac, but the cconomic literature helps the historian
specify problenss correctly. French historians have repeatedly worked themselves
into logical corners trying to understand this or that aspect of underdevelopment
through an examination of two or threc variables when in fact the problem
under scrutiny called for a much broader approach. The French historical
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licerature is full of examples the basic understanding of agrosystems, levels of
production, the interpretation of subsistence agriculture, the analysis of famines
and mortalicy crises, Labrousse’s handling of agriculture and its role in the larger
economy, the three-way struggle of wages, grain prices,and centes, ete. It is
pointless to single out agriculture as the principal cause of underdevelopment
and slow economic growth since the performance of agriculture was itself a
product of overall underdevelopment.

To some it might appear that this argument amounts to explaining every-
thing while really explaining nothing at all. This is true enough in the sense
that the purpose of this essay was to review the French literature and to point in
the direction of solutions rather than to provide a derailed analysis of any specific
historical problem. But even a simple rearrangement of some well-known
evidence, which is all that could be attempted here, strongly suggests chat the
overwhelmingly negative appraisal of French agriculture is overdrawn for the
preindustrial period.
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