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From Warfare to Wealth

The economic rise of Europe over the past millennium represents
a major human breakthrough. To explain this phenomenon, this book
highlights a counterintuitive yet central feature of Europe’s historical
landscape: warfare. Historical warfare inflicted numerous costs on rural
populations. Security was a traditional function of the city. To mitigate
the high costs of conflict in the countryside, rural populations migrated
to urban centers. Over time, the city’s historical role as a safe harbor
translated into local economic development through several channels,
including urban political freedoms and human capital accumulation.
To make this argument, the authors perform a wide-ranging analysis of
a novel quantitative database that spans more than one thousand
years — from the fall of the Carolingian Empire to today. The book’s
study of urban Europe’s historical path from warfare to wealth provides
anew way to think about the process of long-run economic and political
development.

Mark Dincecco is Assistant Professor in the Department of Political
Science at the University of Michigan. He is the author of Political
Transformations and Public Finances: Europe, 1650-1913 (Cambridge
University Press, 2011). In 2016~17, he was the Edward Teller National
Fellow at the Hoover Institution at Stanford University.

Massimiliano Gaetano Onorato is a faculty member in the Department
of Economics and Finance at the Universita Cattolica del Sacro Cuore in
Milan. He is the author of several peer-reviewed journal articles. He
holds a PhD in Economics from Bocconi University. In 201o-11, he was
a postdoctoral research associate at the Leitner Program in
International and Comparative Political Economy at Yale University.
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Introduction

The process of modern economic development first began in Europe.” Yet
modern Europe’s most prosperous zones are located exactly where for
hundreds of years military conflict was most rampant. Italy exemplifies
this paradox. Today, northern Italian regions are wealthy, while many
southern Italian regions remain poor.* Average per capita GDP is more
than 5o percent higher in the north (Table 1.1). However, northern
regions saw far more historical warfare than did southern regions.
Between rooo and 1799, there were nearly three times as many recorded
major conflicts in the north (Table 1.1). For perspective, the typical
modern civil war increases the amount of citizens who live in absolute
poverty by 30 percent (Collier et al., 2003: 17). If warfare inevitably
spawns a legacy of poverty, however, then how can we explain the robust
positive relationship between historical warfare and regional prosperity
today in Italy? In our view, any convincing account of Europe’s “eco-
nomic miracle” (Jones, 2003) must make sense of the apparent contra-
diction between wealth on the one hand and warfare on the other.

This book provides an explanation for Europe’s puzzling historical
path from warfare to wealth. Our argument runs as follows. The ninth-
century fall of the Carolingian Empire gave rise to a high level of political
fragmentation in Europe.? From (at least) this point onward, warfare was
an enduring feature of Europe’s historical landscape. Historical warfare
inflicted many costs on rural populations. A basic historical function of
the city was security. To mitigate the rural costs of conflict, rural popula-
tions migrated to urban centers. Following Glaeser and Shapiro (200z2:
208), we call this phenomenon the “safe harbor effect.” Over time, the
city’s historical role as a safe harbor translated into local economic
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TABLE 1.1 Historical Warfare and Per Capita GDP
Today: Northern versus Southern Italy

Total Number of Average Per Capita
Conflicts, GDP (PPS),
1000-1799 2001-§
North 86 27,463
South 30 17,930

Notes: Per capita GDP (purchasing power standard units) is averaged
over each NUTS2 region in the north and south, respectively.
Historical warfare sums the number of recorded major conflicts over
1000-1799 within each NUTSz region in the north and south, respec-
tively. We describe our conflict database in detail in Chapter 2.
We define the north and the south according to Malanima (1998:
95). “North” refers to the regions of Emilia Romagna, Liguria,
Lombardy, Piedmont (including the Aosta Valley), and Veneto
(including Friuli Venezia Giulia). “South” refers to the regions of
Abruzzo, Apulia, Basilicata, Calabria, Campania, and Lazio.

Sources: Bradbury (2004) and Clodfelter (2002) for historical
warfare and Eurostat (http://ec.europa.eu/eurostat) for per capita

GDP.

development through several channels: the establishment of local privi-
leges, including self-governance and property rights protections from
predatory outside rulers; technological innovation and human capital
accumulation; and economic agglomeration effects. We label this process
the “warfare-to-wealth effect.”

We focus on historical development at the city level (versus the
national level) for this reason: urban development underpins national
economic development (Glaeser, 2011: 1-2; Glaeser and Millett
Steinberg, 2016: 4—7). Figure 1.1 illustrates the strong positive correla-
tion between the urbanization rate and per capita GDP across modern-
day nations.* Contemporary Europe’s economic backbone is the urban
belt — the regional urban corridor that runs from southern England to
northern Italy through Belgium, the Netherlands, and parts of France
and Germany (Figure 1.2). Average per capita GDP today is nearly
40 percent higher in the urban belt than the nonurban belt (Table 1.2).
Modern Europe is predominantly urban (United Nations, 2015: 10),
but things were not always this way. After the fall of the Carolingian
Empire roughly one millennium ago, Europe’s urbanization rate was
approximately 3 percent (van Bavel, Bosker, Buringh, and van Zanden,
2013: 394). To truly understand the roots of long-run prosperity in



