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vaging [the general crisis debates) from out of the historiographical

dustbin. ™

FHE CRISIS THAT WILL NOT GO away  From bright new idea to
a slow=-moving dis-

historiographical dustbin i one generation. In
this is a sineular achievement, But did the crisis

migrate to 1 morg hospitable

cipline hike history,
in seventeenth-

concept really die or did it simply to i
plice? As the debate about “general crisis’
century Europe chbed, a new debate emerged about 1 more en-
compassing general crisis affecting all of Eurasia and giving shape
to both the global economy and the functioning of states stretch-
ing from England to Japan. This extended crisis debate (about
which more later) has been no more conclusive than the original,
but it continucs to speak to historians concerned with global his-

tory and environmental history.
Even historians of Old Europe who dismiss the crisis concept
continue to feel its influence, an influence exerted by its very ab-
sence. That is, even though historians cannot agree on what it 1s,
there remains a place in the master narrative reserved for it. This
point was hinted at early in the crisis debate by Schéfter. He ex-
pressed skepticism about the formulations of general crisis then
available (in 1963) but acknowledged as unsatisfactory the absence
of any organizing concept beyond strictly national ones (such as
Holland's “Golden Age”) for the seventeenth century: "It some-
times scems as if the seventeenth century, wedged between the
sixteenth and cighteenth centurics, has no features of its own:
With Renassance and Reformation on the one side, Enlighten-
ment and Revolution on the other, for the century in between we
are left with but vague terms like ‘transition” and 'changc’.- I [
may be traditionalism, against our better judgment, but we just
simply have to give the seventeenth century a place of its own.

Our imagination needs it.™
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AThe population of Europe did dechne. Beginning in the sec- 2\ sune TY
ond half ol the fificenth century i most areas, population hewan - :
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Death. It reganed and then exceeded its pre-plague levels unul, in 1T Cowden
- - - PR AP
the course of the first two-thirds of the seventeenth century, in |
one region after another, the population leveled off, edged down- -

ward, orin some cases fell sharply, Whereas the broad impace of
bubonic plague imparted a certin umiformuty to the fourteenth-
century decline, the seventeenth-century demographic reversal
was Tughly varied. In the Mediterrancan region, fainines i the
1syos and plague in 159y, from 1629 10 1631, and from 1647 to
1650 jomed other factors m reducing the population of Ttaly be-
tween 1600 and 1630 by about 10 percent, and that of Spam by 14
percent (concentrated m Casule). In Central Europe, the Thirty
Years” War created o disorder that mtensified every manner of
hazard to life. Recent estimates show the linds of the Holy Ro-
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VWith climate, as with so much of the general crisis litera- \ ag e
ture, there 1s a great deal of suggestive correlation but much less in Dua ‘.%

the way of convincing causation. Between heeding the stricture
“not to ignore” climatic anomalies and demonstrating their conse- climale
quences stands a formidable challenge. The Little Ice Age brought
shortened growing seasons and more frequent extreme events that

could force farmers to abandon marginal lands, shift to the cultiva-

tion of hardier grains, or shift from grain to livestock farming. In-

deed, except in peculiar and isolated locations, the impact of cli-

mate change (as opposed to the impact of weather on a single
harvest) can be difficult to detect among the other varables of a
market cconomy. But climate can have a more direct effect on
mortality, one not mediated by food production. The most com-
prehensive study of the influence of climate change on pre-
industrial European society to date concluded that these biomete-
orological effects dominated any direct effect on food supply in
influencing mortality rates. Even in this study, the correlations
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remain only suggestive: the causal mechanisms remain to be un-
covered.®

Was \l" [ The histories of prices, population, and production provide
C-L’m‘,a,&.l economic 'hisltori:ms with fmmcwnrk‘ for the further analysis
(1 ' of economic life. They call special attention to the first half of the
Cwagy ¢ seventeenth century, for which the accumulated evidence reveals

unmistakably a widespread and often severe setbuck, the reversal
of a long expansionary trend. The reversal took plice carlier in the
Mediterranean lands than in Northern Europe, but it left few areas
unaffected. The reversal was general, but was it 4 general crisis?

To Wallerstein, who set out to write a history of the Europe-
centered capitalist world economy, the answer was o firm “no.”
He opened the second volume of his study, which focused on the
seventeenth century, with an introductory section on the crisis
concept: “The term erisis ought not to he debused into a mere syn-
onym for cyclical shift." From his perspective, the genesis of the sys-
tem under which we continue to live is found in the long six-
teenth century. From that point onward, despite periods of
expansion (Phase A) and contraction (Phase B), the emphasis
should be placed on continuity: competition among countries,
the geographical expansion of this world economy, booms and
depressions—all of them contributing to the development of a
capitalist system already firmly in existence,

But to Wikenumn, the crisis was both consequential and
global in scope. Tt was not possible to write 1 history of the dru-
matic and destructive events of mid-seventeenth-century China
that brought an end to the Miny dynasty and its replacement by
the Qing without framing these events within the context of the
European trade crisis, the resulting constriction of silver supplies,
and the simultaneous deterioration of global climate. Thus, he in-
troduced his two-volume study, mainly devoted to political his-
tory, with a forceful invocation of global crisis:

Although at a considerable remove, the Chinese economy could
not fail to be badly affected by the severe depression that struck the

24 Theinpace of clinate change is the burden of de Vriws. "Muesstring the lipact,” 1y—g0.
For applications to marginal farmlands in Britain, see M. L, Vaery, "Secular Climatic Change
and Marginal Agriculture,™ Transuctions of the Inctitute of Brirish: Geographers, LXIV (1473), 1=
13. Galloway, “Long=Tenn Fluctuativns in Clintate aund Population in the Peeindustrial Ea,”
Population and Development Rivigi, 1 {(1:80), 0.

28 Wallerstem, Modeon World-Spsrem, 3-y.
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workdwide trading system centered on Seville between 1620 and
1060, ... At the same ne, Cimate and disease took their toll. Un<
usuitlly severe weather struck Cling dunmgz the period 1026-1640,
with extreme dronghits bong followed by major floods. Frequent
Limunes, accompanied by plagnes of locusts and snallpox produced
starvanon and muass death during this sune period. The result was
an estraondinary depopulation during the lire Ming, . . . There was
meany case an unswal demogaphic dip i China during the yedirs
comading with the global econuniic depresaon.

While historians of carly modemn Europe cautioned and caviled,
those of Asia were prepared to think big.™

AECONOMIC CRISIS: WHY 18 TIE CRISIS IMPORTANT? The notion of
an economic cnsis onginated as a4 contribution to Marxist inter-
pretanion of the transition from feudalism to capitalisyr. In Hobs-
bawin's 1954 articles, the crisis stands in for the revolutionary situ-
ation that allows the contradictions of the prevailing mode of
production (feudalism, in this case) to be overcome and then su-
perseded by a new mode of production (capitalism). The dramatic
narrative was pure Marx. “Why," Hobsbawm asked, “did the ex-
pansion of the liter fifteenth and sixteenth centuries not lead
straight into the epoch of the cighteenth and nineteenth century
Industrial Revolution? What, in other words, were the abstucles
in the way of capitalist expansion?" His answer was that the capi-
talist elements of sixteenth-century Europe expanded “within a
[feudal| social framework which it was not yet strony enough to
burst, and in ways adapted to it rather than to the world of modern
capitalism.” In this frunework, the crisis represents the ultimate
success of the new mode of production in sundering the fetters of
the feudal social order and relsshioning the world according to its
own needs. This is not merely a period of economic distress: it is 1
seminal historical event—the transition to capitalism”’

Today, evocations of this sort present a problem, Dewald ex-
pressed it with a certain delicacy: *As transition itself has come to
seem a more clusive phenomenon, the usctulness of erisis as an cx-
26 Frederie Wakemn, Jro The Great Bateprie: The Mandne Ricosistetion o deripeeiad On-
dee i Seventcont-Cenmry Glina (Berkeley, 1u8s), 1, =8 See abo wlen, “Cling and die
Seventeenthi-Century World Craus,™ Lt Tnperid Chira, V1 ( 1UNAY, 1=20,

27 Enc Holsbawin, ™ The Grists of the Seventeenth Century.™ m Teevor Aston {ed.), Crisis
in Lurape 1562—1600 (London, 1964), 15, 25,
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Amd yet, the crisis concept lives.

Many non-Marxists (including mysell) have found Hobs-
hawm’s articles lummating ind have soiight to contribute to the
concept of general crisis, even though they felt no obligauon to
historical materialism, the dulectic, or reified conceptions of
capitalismi. The reason for this attraction may well he found in the
useful agenda of speaific histoncal problems that Hobsbawm
identified. In his conclusion o “The Crisis of the Seventeenth
Century,” he chimed to have shown two things: "First, that the
seventeenth-century crisis provided its own solution™ (in proper
dulectical fashion) but, “second. that it did so in mdirect and
roundabout ways.™ Thus arises the fruittul historical questions,
How could economies of seale be ichieved in an cconomic world
of diffuse and weak markets; how could unproductive investment
he avoided m the fice of the pervene incentive of state and social
mstitutions; and, perhaps most important, how could dentand
grow on a sustained basis when most of the population earned,
and Kept, too littde income to form a broad market?"

THE CRISIS FCONOMY: DECLINE - No one doubts that wrenching
econonic changes came to much of Europe during the first half of
the seventeenth century. A logical starting point for the study of
these changes 1s Span, which long had sustained o growing de-
mand for European manufictured goods, much of it destined for
its New World empire and for military supplies needed in several
European theaters of war, The Habsbury state’s taxation and silver
revenues, leveraged by roval borrowing, did much to underwrite
this trade, which, i turn, enlivened industries from ltaly to the
Low Countries. Financing this absorption of resources periodi-
cally broke down—hence, the royal “bankruptcies” of 1575, 1577,
and 1596 under Philip l—but 2 much more serious Fscal prab-
lem ficed Habsbury Spain i the reims of his successors, Philip 111
and 1V,

A reduction in official silver shipments to Seville beginning
after 1610 has Jong appeared to signal, if not to trigger. a definitive
diminution of Spain's fiscal reach. By 1621, Spain’s transatluntic
trade with the New World was also in full decline, and the Ie- :
newal of war with the Dutch Republic in char year put further
pressure on shnnking public revenue. Another Crown hankruptcy

10 Hobsbawan, "Crisis,” 57
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in 1627 led to the demise of Genoa's banking dominance, and the
ruin of its international payments system. The following year,
Spain was forced to devalue by so percent the copper coinage,
vellon, on which it had come to rely, creating monetary chaos, and
months later, Madrid received news thar its entire silver fleet, the
lifeblood of state finances, had been captured by privateers of
the Dutch West India Company. Portuguese bankers replaced the
Genoese. but the restoration of the state's creditworthiness proved
to be beyond repair.” '

The decline of Spanish trade with its vast New World empire
remains imperfectly understood. The belief that the economies of
New Spain (Mexico) and Peru contracted because the Indian pop-
ulation collapsed is now doubted; nor does it appear that overall
silver production declined. But a more sclf-sufficient New World
economy, one more resistant to Spanish fiscal exactions, appears to
have led to a sharp drop in the volume of trade with Spain (from
over 30,000 tons of shipping capacity per year up to the 16108 to
13,000 tons in the 1640s, and even less thereafter) and a sinularly
sharp drop in Crown revenues in the same period.™

The Casulian domestic economy had never been at the com-
mercial and industrial heart of Europe, but its wool exports, textile
production, and, most important, its large population, had done
much to support the state and the empire. In the face pfthe afore-
mentioned decline in Spain's population, featuring a truc collapse
in Castile, the new capital city, Madrid, grew from some 30,000 in
1561 to 130,000 by 1630, thereby drawing resources from a vast
region and forcing a sharp, decisive contraction of the traditional

31 Pierre Chaunu and Hugette Chaunu, Séville of 'Athantigiie (Paris, 1y55=1900). 12 v
Carla Rahn Phillips, " The Growth and Composition of Trade in the Iberian Empires, 1450~
1750,” i Tracy. (ed.), The Rise of Merchant Empires (New York, 19yo), $5—yo; James Boyajian,
Portuguese Bankers at the Gouirt of Spain, 1626-1650 (New Brunswick, NUJ., 19%3), 39.

12 On the question of the cconomy uf New Spain, see bracl, "Mexico and the "General
Crisis” of the Seventeenth Century,” Past & Prosent, 63 (1974), 33357, who supports the view
that the “general cnsis™ reached the New World: Jolin |. TePaske und Herbert S, Klemn, *The
Seventeenth-Century? Crisis in New Span: Myth or Realny?™ dhid., yo (1981), 116=13s,
who doubr that New Spain itself sutfered economic decline. Another doubter is Ruggiero
Ruomano, Cosjonctines opposes: La rise die N Ve sidele en Eweope even Amirigue ibérgue (Geneva,
1992). 44=43. On trade, and bulhon Aows between Spam and ity enpire, see Angel Garcia-
Baguero Gonzalez, "Andalusia and the Crisis ol the Indies Trade, 1610-1720," in L. A. A,
Thompson and Bartolonié Yun Casahlla (eds.), The Custilim Crigis of the Seventecnth Century:
New Perspectives on the eonomic and Social History of Saenteouh-Cenrury Spain (Madrid, 1994).
115=135. '
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urban network of the Castilian mterior. This situation, together
with a nung fiscal pressure, undermined agricultural marketing
and helped o produce a severe decline of the domestic cconomy
and 4 diarticulation of Spain's remaining commercial sectors,t

Notthern and central Taly had long contained much of Eu-
rope’s industnal acuvity and commercial leadership. Much of the
commercial and bankmg activity, centered in Genoa, which was
closely tied to serving the voracious needs of the Habsburg Em-
pire, suffered wath its decline. Industrial production remained im-
portant into the first two decades of the seventeenth century, but
it suffered immediately and severely from the onset of military ac-
tvities m Central Europe in 1618 and the renewal of Spain’s
armed efforts to restore the Netherlands to ins obedience in 1621,
These events disrupred trde routes both by Lind and by sea. Nor
were markers within the Mediterranean region still dependible
outlets for Italtan goods. Here, too, demand fell while the sharp-
ened competition for the remaming markets often resulted in vie-
tory for new, Northem European (especially English) commercial
nterlopers.™ ;

A succession of catastrophes—harvest fiilures in the 1 5905
(which first gave northem traders entrée to the Mediterranean
markets) and pligue epidemics from 1629 to 163 t—intensified a
revenal of demographic trends, Overall, Ttalian population fell by
1§ pereent, but many cities and regions suffered even larger con-
tractions, especially in the North, where ¢ities of 10,000 and above
declined, by an aggregate 32 percent in the first half of the seven-
teenth century. Between the decline in industrial markets and the
dechine in the rural populations of long-commercialized agricul-
tural regions, many middle-sized cities suffered severe contractions
not only in size but ako in institutional power. In Piedmont,
Lomburdy, and the Veneto—all across northern Italy—a process
of “ruralization. " sometimes called “refeudalization.” took place as
urban elites sought more stable investments in agriculture, and in-
dustrial production shifted from the high-quality products of ur-
33 Johs Ehon. dmperial Spuin 1 y09=1 716 {[New York. 1963), 24, vikes nowr of the ceunoinic
consequences of 3 sudden shortage of bibor bur places niore caphans on the psychelogical
mmpact. Pavid Ringrose, Mudod und i Sparich Eamooy, ys6o—1250 (Berkeley, 19¥3),

14 Rachard Rapp. ~The Unaking of the Mediterranean Trade Huegemony: Imemational
Trade Rinvalry and the Comnmercaal Revolution,” fonmmal of Econonnie History, XXXV (1y73),

ay-s28: Rebent Brenner, Merchuts and Rovilution. Commercial Change, Dolitnal Confligt, aml
Lomloer’s Ovenes Traders, s550=1651 (Prasceton, 1991). 23-14.
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bin guild-orgamized crafismen to 4 nore prosaic output for do-
mestic consumption produced by low=cost rurial worken. By the
16405, Italy's exports were prmanly agnculturl commodities and
raw materialy, and Tl merchant commumties of Venice and
Genoa, among othens, had given way to forengn merchunts trading
at the free port of Livarno

This recitanon of the chiel’ features of the collapse of Iberian
and Italian economic Iife is Gmiliar, and ofien put 1 the context
of a historic shufi of cconomic leadership from the Miditerranean
world to Northem Europe. From catly medieval times, the eco-
nomic life of these two broad zones had exhibited distinctive dif=
ferences thar gave rise to specializations geared towand an active
north-south trade. What could not have been expected around
1600 was a sharp relative decline of the Mediterrancan population,
the collapse of sts export industries, the demise of its long-distance
trade links, the withering of 1ts commercial cities, and its recourse
to exporting mainly raw materials and agnicultural products, Yer,
by the 16405, these were the accomphished ficrs.

Yet, the economic crisis of the ceventeenth century was not
amply a shift of econone leadersnp from South to Nortl, Be-
vond the Alps, the financial centers of Lyon and Augshurg also lost
their carlier importance, and throughout Upper Gentuny, in a
large zone well seeded with commercil and industrial cires, ur-
ban populations declined by 40 10 50 percent in the fint half of the
seventeenth century. .

The vast zone comprising the Holy Roman Empire experi-
enced devastations of bihlical prnp(;tmwngpin 1618, us
the armies of Catholic and Protestant states moved across the Land-
scape sporadically for thirty years. The destrucuion of battle was
amplified by the depredations wraught by disease and disorder—
including the calculated, ruthless disorder visited by the armies on
civilian populations. So vast was the hardship across both time and
space that 1t raises the historical question of whether the economic
crisis was “general” in large part because of 4 “unique™ political
and military conflagration. For this reason., historians have devoted
considerable attention to whether the cconomic decline of Cen-
tral Europe was a result of the Thirty Years' War—a contingent
event—or whether economic problems in the region had already
taken hold. In this case, the decades of war may have intensified a
pre-exisung condition, or, indeed, warfure of such scope and du-

ah
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ration muy actually have been i consequence of the region's pecu-
liar political-cconomic structures,*

Oglvie argues persuasively for the latter option. The Gernun
ecconomies participated in the general expansion of the sixteents
century, but did so in the multiliyered political structure of
“composite state.” The Holy Roman Emperor, the electoral
states, and the territorial princes were all attempting to expand
their powers at each other's expense. This struggle caused every
level of state authority to increase taxation and involve itself in
new sectors of social life, which, in turn, disrupted the bulance of
power amonyg social groups, many of which were well organized
in the corporate bodices that characterized both urban and territo-
rial society. As Ogilvie observes, “These two Germun peculiarities
(corporatism in social structure and the fragmented political
framework of Empire) may or may not have been causally related.
But they combined to give a special severity to the German crisis.”
Local protectionism and rent-secking were consolidated and ex-
tended in this period, severely limiting economic integration m
the region for generations.™

Economic life in France, taken as a whole, waus less severely
affected than it wasin the areas considered thus far. Relative to the
multiple strains under which the society hud struggled during the
sixteenth-century French Wars of Religion, there were distinct
signs of stabilization after 1600, But the overwhelmingly dominant
agricultural sector proved incupuble of sustdining its expansion
after 1600. Much of northern French agriculture cxpericnced a
sharp crisis of productivity, concentrated in the period from 1625
to 1650, and long thereafter it remained burdened by low agricul-
tural prices, which discouraged investment. The reversal of trend
in the decades on either side of 1600 was also the focal point of a
major restructuring of rural social structure in northern France.
The combined pressures of rising taxes and rents and weakening
prices led to an accelerated concentration of firm land in the hands
of elite owners and a consolidation of land into larger holdings.
"By 1630, most northern French villagers were divided into a

35 Rabb, “Tlhe Effects of the Thirty Years' War on the German Economy.” Jourml of Mod-
e History, XXXTV (1962). 40-313 Henry Kamiai, " The Economic and Socil Consequences
of the Thisty Years' War,”™ P 63 Dy oty 4y (1968, 4451, )
36 Sheilagh Ogihae. " Germany and the Seventeenth-Century Crisis,” The Historieal fonrmul,
XXXV (1993), 432430, 337,
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handful of agrarian entreprencurs, the farmers, and a large majonty

of agricultural laborers.™ - o
France was by far the largest political unit of Europ

could claim approximately one-quarter of the entire p()pl!lfl[iﬂﬂ of
Europe through most of the carly modern era. Unlike Ther, lt;aly,-
and the German lands, France did not suffer a significant decline ot
population mn this period, but neither did it rise above the 20 mil-
lon that had been reached by 1600, Its size and diversity may have
encouraged the keen mterest in protectionisim that became the
hallmark of its economic policy beginning n the seventeenth cen-
tury. Even before Jean-Bapuste Colbert pursued his well-known
mercantilist measures in the 1660s, Henri 1V, Maximilien de
Béthune—Duc de Sully—and Cardinal Armand-Jean Duplessis—
Duc de Richelicu—had acted to shore up the privileges of towns
and their guilds (in return for obedience and payments), chartered
royal factories, and promulgated sumptuary laws, all with the aim
of controlling and taxing that which they protected. This stratey

may account for the relative stability of the major French centers
of woolen cloth production—in Amicens, Reins, Rouen, and
other places—which always remained focused on domestic mar-
kets. But it also encouraged a consolidation of urban power and
leadership in the hands of judges, intendants, and other royal
ofticials. Merchants in all but a very few large trading centers—
Marscille, La Rochelle, Nantes, and St. Malo—were a subordinate
force in French towns, and were quick to move their accumulated
capital to the safe havens of venal office, noble titles, and land-

¢; it alone

ownership.™

Around 1600, France ran trade surpluses with all’of its Euro-
pean neighbors save one: It was a large net importer from [taly.
Nonetheless, throughout the sixteenth century, bullion accumu-
lated in France, and its money supply grew rapidly just as the
Crown's revenue needs did. But soon after 1600 this pattern
ended. The monetary outflows to Italy diminished as the Lyon—

37 Philip Hottman, Growth in u Traditional Seacty: The French Countryside, 14501815
(Prusceton, 19u6). 184=185: Dewald and Liana Vardi, “The Peasantries of France. 1400~
1789." in Tom Scott et al. (eds.), The Peasantries of Europe from the Fourteenth to the Eigltecnth
Centunes (Londen. 1998), 40,

3 De Ve, "Population,™ 13- France’s population is compared to that of Europe extend-
g easiward 1o a koe drawn from Konigeberg (Kalinengrad) to Trieste. Robin Briggs, Euly
.Hm{’rm France, 1560=1715 (New York. 1977). 55—56: Gail Bossenga, The Politics of Privilege: Old
Regime and Revolunon in Lille (New York, iygi). )
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Genoa hnancial nexus tell into disrepar; the inflow of silver from
Spam diminished even mare. As the volume of Spanish silver de-
clined afier 1600, more and more of it moved directly to the Low
Countries. Much of that which entered France “seemed to brush
past the Atlmtic coast,” fallinyg quickly into the hangds of Dutch
merchants resident in the Atlantic ports. The money supply ceased
to grow—indeed, it may have contracted substantially—while rax
revenues continied to rise. Between the 16008 and 1640, public¢
revenue rose threefold in per capita tens, literally sucking mone-
tary resources to the capital. For this reason, Paris alone accounted
for 6o percent of all French urban population growth between
1600 and 1650. This development powerfully reinforced the rent-
secking proclivities of a weakly developed merchant ¢lass.™
The domestic focus that Frace's textile sector enjuyed was
not an option available to most other European centers of fine
woolen cloths, many of which found it difficult to mantamn theyr
production levels as export markets either withered through lack
of demand or were closed by state policy and/or warfare. The Ve-
netian industry contracted by half between 16001610 and 1630—
1640, while Tuscan expuors (primarily textiles) also fell by half be-
tween 161y and 1630. The southern Netherlands, for centuries the
preeminent testile center of northern Europe, exported some
300.000 pieces of wouolen cloth annually in 1617, two-thirds of it
to its western European neighbors. This export level could
be maintined, more or less, into the 16505, but only by reorient-
ing the industry toward the colonial markets of the Spanish Em-
pire. By 1655, only 15 percent of exports found markets within
Europe ¥
Woolen cloth was by fir England's major export, accounting
for 85 percent of all domestie exports in 1640 and 70 percent in
1700. Entering the seventeenth century, its sale on the Continent

1y Frank Spooner, The itenitwiil Eannnttic and Monctary Movenienes i Franie, 1ggi=i72s
(Cambridge, Mass., 1y72), 3o, 174, Lyoin Tost s large Ttalian merclyne eoloay; the s of
Macenz ceased o functaon 1622 Laes Colling, Fucal Lijes of st IBedkeley, 1yxy),
Egs=1nszde Vg, Ldpian Cthamzattion (Canbindige, Mise., 19%4), 321 (which provided the
data on Frend s of at lewst 10,000 inhaluinms vl Jor calotilitien) Excluding {aris,
Freny urhamzation sose oily B 17 o e SO G,

40 Dumenico Sella, Crsis and Clintnnty: The Eesnomy of Spanish Ll
Cenury (Cambridge, Mass., 1979). 1oy-110; Gregory Hanlon, Eacly Modvrn ftaly, 1550=1800
(London, 2006), 207; Hémman van der Wee, “The Wistern Evropean Weallen Indistres,

1500-1750," 1 Davad Jenking, (¢d), The Cumbrulye History of Western Textiles (New York,
2001). 444-4458.

ity i the Seventventh
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remained the exclusive privilege of London merchant guilds, each
with an exclusive export territory secured by Crown charter. The
sales of the most mmportant of them, the Merchant Adventurers,
seem to have peaked early in the seventeenth century (about
101,000 pieces to all northern European murkets in 160y) before
falling to less than half that level by 1640. Brenner argues that the
English did not lose market share to their rivals; rather, all produc-
ers faced a crisis of demand, the English no less than producers in
the southern Netherlinds. Botl, sought new markets for their
cloth further afield; the English went into head-to-head competi-
tion with Italians for Mediterrancan markets

This briet account of the sharp cconomic contraction of the
first half of the seventeenth century secks to establishy several in-
portant points Finst, the decline was not simply a cyclical down-
tumn: 1t exhibited structural fearurey Second, the contraction was
not pnmunly a Malthusian erisis centered m agniculture, even
though harvest failures figure as catalysts in certain placessThird,
the decline was not limited to the “exhaustion” of Mediterranean
economies, leading to a general shift toward northern Europe,
The crises of Spain and Italy were certainly dramatic, but they
shared features found north of the Alps and Pyrences. Across
France and Central Europe, population decline, agricultural stag-
nation, the collapse of urban industry, and the dislocation of
financial markets were plainly evident.

CROMS THECRY  RESECTEY

THE CRISIS ECONOMY: DEGENTERING AND RECENTERING  Regard-
ing the third point above, even today, some economists hesitate
to speak of the European cconomy, since Europe’s constituent
nations—their (amost) common currency and common trade
policies notwithstanding—are capable of highly divergent eco-
nomic performance. Perhaps for this reason, Elliott recently felt
the need to remind the last remaining historians willing to enter-
tain Europe-wide, comparative historical questions of their hope-
less obsolescence: “The days when historians would talk of a ‘Eu-
ropean’ cconomy are now surely past.” After all, even in the crisis
debate’s carly stages, “it was already apparent . . . that one region'’s
depression could well be another region’s growth.” But advocates
of a crisis concept were never content to define it simply as a uni-

41 Brenner, Merchams and Rewolution, 23-24,
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versal cconomie downtirm. Rather, the crisis concept holds that
the cconomic revenals led, ultmately, . regrouping—to
transformation ol bysic patterns and possibilities of cconomic life,
The challenge has always been w find a common thread—u credi-
ble theory—capable of tying together the disparate events of the
time.

One such effort secks to tie Europe, and more than Europe
alone, together as a structured, vr layered, zone of commercial in-
terction, that is, as a world-cconomy. Wallerstein's world-
systems theory proposes that 4 capitalist, European world-econ- :
omy took shape during the sixteenth century, The building blocks
of this organized complexity are the (proto) national states, and, as
already observed, Willerstein has no use for the crisis concept, He
sees this world-cconomy ay having been established earlier,
through struggles between the Habsburg Empire and its enemies.

Braudel deployed the world-economy concept differently,
arguing that it was held together and organized by it hierarchy of
cities rather than by territorial states. From the high Middle Ages
onward, he argued, this vast economic space was led by a single
aty that stood at the apex of its trading and financial life. The lead
aity, always facing challengers, never held its position forever,
Braudel narrated the successive predominance of Venice, followed
by Antwerp, followed by Genoa. The changes of leadership were
always the consequence of major geopolitical challenges. Braudel
called this process *decentering and recentering,” and, in his ac-
count, the most dramatic, druwn-out, and unforescen of these Cpi=
sodes was the decentering of the European world economy that
led, berween 1590 and 1610, to the demise of Genoese primacy
and the consolidation of economic leadership in Amsterdam,
Once established in Amsterdam, the center of economic life of a
European world economy, enlarged to encompass much of the
world, would remain in the North Atlantic zone, moving after
1750 to London and, by Braudel's reckoning, in 1929 to New
York. “Each time a decentering occurs, a recentering takes plice,
as if the world-economy cannot live without a center of gravity,
without a pole.”*

This city-focused conceptualization of Evrope's economic
42 Ellioar, "The General Casis w Rermspedt: A Debace without End, ™ i Plilip Benedict

and Guumann (eds.), Eaily Modem Eowpe: From Crivis 10 Stabitity (Newark. Del., 2008}, 44
43 Braudel, Clization unil Capitalism, 15th=ysth Centieyt, 111 The Petspective on the World .
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Space interprers the changes of the carly seventeenth century ag
primanly i definitive shifi ol leadership from South to North, but
atherwise it leaves an impression of continuity: Leadership passed
from one city to another, carrying out the same functions, enjoy-
ing the same privileges of dominance. These interpretations are
misleading, and anderstate the signilicance of the “decentering
and recentering” that occurred m—indeed, were an mtegral part
ol—the seventeenth-centuy ry erisis. The economic decline was not
simply an affair of the Mediterranean; it was much broader in
scope. Likewise, the urban leadership issue was not 4 sumple matter
of passing the torch to a new center; it was more profound, trans-
forming what was still 4 polynuclear urban system into the first
single-centered urban system of an expanding European world
cconomy, ™

Until the seventeenth century, “the markets and résources of
the wider world . . . were subject not to any one but rather to a
whole cluster of western empires of commerce and navigation, . .
The merchant elites of 1 dozen western European emporia shared
the commerce of the globe.” Genoa and Antwerp certainly
loomed large in sixteenth-century commerce, in large part be-
cause of their service to the largest empire of the age, but cities
such as Seville, Venice, Lyon. Augsburg, London, and Liibeck ex-
ercised independent regional functions of broad scope. Political;
military und cconomic events converged to put several of these '
cities under severe pressure in the later sixteenth century, which,
in turn, eroded the financial networks that linked them and their
many subordinate centers. The uncertainty, but also the opportu-
nity for new initiative, generated by this state of affairs—the pros-
pect for a profound rather than a routine '“recr:n-rcring"-—-is critical
to the crisis concept.*

THE CRISIS ECONOMY: GROWTH There are three questions that
must be addressed in assessing the economic expansion of the crisis
era: (1) Was it merely the flip side of the coin of the distress and

(New York. 1y¥1), Sy-296. For 4 WHURGIC view, see iiliam, Afterthonghis on Capitalism ol Xy
wral Croalization (Baltimore, 1y77), Ro—104 {quetation, $s).
44 De Vres, Eurpean Uthunization, 1 gN—173.

15 Brael, Dunh Prinacy in World Trude, 15¥e=1 70 (New York. wky), 4 Van der Wee,
“Adtwoord op een midustricle uitdaging: De Nederlandee steden tijdens de lote midideleeu-
Wen en nicuwe njd,” Tiidsehsifi visse geschivdiniis, C (1987), 1hy-184,
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Tuble 1 Populinon Trends in Major European Regons

1500 1550 1000 1650 1700 1750 1500

NW/Med 0.45§ 0.49 0.53 0.70 0.70 0.6y 0.84
NW/RnE 014 0160 010 0.24 0:22 0.22 0.26

Ay NW Med represents the tutal papulation o1 “northwestern” Evrepe asa percentage
of the population ol “Mediterranean ™ Europe, NW/ROE represents the totl populition ot
“northwestern”™ Europe as 4 pen entage of the populstion of Eurvpe exe epung the northwest.
The Northw st encompasses Scandinavia, the Netherlands, Belgivm, England, Wales, Scot-
land. and Ircland; the Mediterrancan includes laaly. Spam, and Portugal.

decline chronicled above—an opportunistic exploitation of the
weak by the strong? (2) Did this expansion have a novel character
(of the sort expected by the theories of Schumpeter and Simiand)
that led to a new economy? If o, (3) were the elements of decline
and of growth connected—joint products of a single phenomenon

that can be called a “gencral crisis™3 o J‘D ’
The Utban Newwork  Population growth and urbanization T"“”V n/:)

dre convenient starting points for the deseription and mapping of _

European economic development in the cnsis era. Table 1 pro- I W q]’

vides a generalized view of the differential population trends of the "

entire carly modern period. It shows that the long-term course of Aokl

populition change in countries of northwestern Europe did not

differ greatly from that of the Mediterranean countries either be- Eolomats.

fore 1600 or after 1650. But in the first half of the seventeenth cen- q‘ : d('
tury, « sudden and permanent change took place: Northwestern thea
Europe’s population rose from one-half to three-quarters of the

Mediterrancan population. But the shift in relative size was not 7 w &t
confined to this comparison. The same shift took place—in rclu-

-~ Q
tive terms a somewhar larger shift—in the size of northwestern Mlahe
Europe relative to all of the rest of Europe. Here, too, the only

significant change in theq entire early modemn period was concen- * dot :‘Q‘
trated in the first half of the seventeenth century. Y wh-
e

An even more dramatic shift occurred in the distribution of /udf\p( Ty\/{;cm

Europe’s urban population. Table 2 shows the comparisons for ur- i

ban population (all cities of at least 10,000 mhabitants). Until 1600, mj f
northwestern Europe's urban population did not quite keep pace Al A 0 ["'\;Q
with that of the Mediterranean, and afier 1700, the relationship % w
between the two regions hardly chunged. But in the counse of the kel -

seventeenth century, northwestern Europe’s larger cities grew
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Table 2 Urban Population in Major European Regions

1500 1550 1600 1050 1700 1750 1800

NW/Med 0.0y 0.03 0.H0 0.87 112 .13 1.16
NW/RuE 0.1y 0.1y 0,20 0.30 0.1y P38 0.47

SOURCES  de Vs, Ewropean Utbani»ation (C.1.|1|l1rit|gr:, Mass.. 1984). 10-37; idem, “Popula-
ton.” i Thomas A. Brady. Heiko A Oberman, and James 1, Tracy (eds.), Handbook of Euro-
pean History, 1400=1000 (Lewden, 190y), 13, which provides updated total pepulation data,

from only 6o percent of the agpregate size of the urban Mediterra-
fean to exceed it, reaching 112 percent of the size of the Mediter-
ranean urban sector. Most of this advance was concentrated in the
first half of the seventeenth century. The cities in the northwest
did not enjoy relative growth only in comparison with the Medi-
terranean. Their urban growth was even greater relative to the rest
of Europe. Northwestern Europe had an aggregate urban popula-
tion one-fith the size of the rest of Europe in 1600; a century
later. it had reached two-fifths.

The overall population of northwestern Europe grew while
elsewhere 1n Europe it declined or stagnated; the urban popula-
tions in the northwest grew cven faster, leading to a distinctly
higher urbanization e iy the region. But this fact only begins to
describe the divergence observable in the seventeenth century, es-
pectally in its firgt half Outside of northwestern Europe, urban
Population growth was highly concentrated in 4 handful of capital
cities. Ten such cities, fed by the growing tax revenues of royal
governments, added an aggregate of 355,000 inhabitants from
1600 to 1050 (59 percent of their 1600 population), while all other

cent of their 48RTCate 1600 population. These ten cities grew
from 12 percent to 21 percent of the total urbag population of Ey-
rope outside the northwest, The capital cities in northwostern Eu-
rope also grew. But they were joined by numerous vther growing
aties, led by fourteen ports. When the four capitals that were
also signiticant ports are added, northwestern Europe’s ports ac-
counted for more than the entire aggregate urban growth of the

region, increasing from 5010 72 percent of the region’s total urban
population *

'
46 Expressed as the Percentage of total population Iving in cities of ar least 10,000 inhabyt-
ants, northwestern Eumpr Was 2

=3 percent more urban than the rest of Europe in 16go; by
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