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A b s t r a c t 

T h i s paper uses a s i m p l e economic model of c o n t r a c t c h o i c e to 

e x p l a i n the growth o f s h a r e c r o p p i n g i n s i x t e e n t h - and s e v e n t e e n t h -

c e n t u r y F r a n c e — a t o p i c t h a t f i g u r e s i n much of the s o c i a l and economic 

h i s t o r y o f the p e r i o d . The t h e o r y t u r n s out t o f i t both q u a l i t a t i v e 

and q u a n t i t a t i v e e v i d e n c e , and a l t h o u g h the r e s u l t s are as yet o n l y 

p r e l i m i n a r y , the t h e o r y does p r o v i d e a b e t t e r account of the spread of 

s h a r e c r o p p i n g than the e x p l a n a t i o n s e a r l y modern h i s t o r i a n s have 

tended to r e l y upon. 

ECONOMIC THEORY AND SHARECROPPING 
IN EARLY MODERN FRANCE 

P h i l i p T. Hoffman 

Between the c l o s e of the M i d d l e Ages and r o u g h l y 1700, the 

French c o u n t r y s i d e w i t n e s s e d a d r a m a t i c e x p a n s i o n of s h a r e c r o p p i n g . 

L i t t l e known i n most r e g i o n s of France i n m e d i e v a l t i m e s , a g r i c u l t u r a l 

s h a r e c r o p p i n g , to quote Marc B l o c h , "showed a sudden i n c r e a s e " in the 

s i x t e e n t h and s e v e n t e e n t h c e n t u r i e s , j u s t a s i t had e a r l i e r i n 

n o r t h e r n I t a l y . For B l o c h and h i s t o r i a n s ever s i n c e , the spread o f 

s h a r e c r o p p i n g was p a r t o f a f a r l a r g e r p r o c e s s w h i c h saw peasants f a l l 

i n t o debt and then l o s e t h e i r land t o n o b l e s , r o y a l o f f i c e r s , c i t y 

d w e l l e r s ( b o u r g e o i s ) . and o t h e r p r i v i l e g e d persons. T h i s enormous 

t r a n s f e r o f p r o p e r t y — B l o c h termed i t "the most d e c i s i v e event o f 

French s o c i a l h i s t o r y " — s t r i p p e d many a peasant of h i s p r o p e r t y and 

reduced him to the s t a t u s of a poor " s h a r e c r o p p e r , o f t e n w o r k i n g what 

had once been h i s own l a n d , w h i c h had been s o l d t o some nobl e o r r i c h 

b o u r g e o i s . " 1 

Because o f i t s l i n k s w i t h the w h o l e s a l e l o s s o f peasant l a n d , 

most French h i s t o r i a n s a s s o c i a t e s h a r e c r o p p i n g w i t h r u r a l p o v e r t y and 

i n c r e a s i n g s o c i a l s t r a t i f i c a t i o n i n the c o u n t r y s i d e . They a l s o blame 

i t f o r the s t a g n a t i o n of the French r u r a l economy. Cut o f f from cash 

markets and l a c k i n g any c a p i t a l , the French s h a r e c r o p p e r (so the 



2 3 

argument goes) would s i m p l y not improve the l a n d he worked. H i s 

l a n d l o r d was e q u a l l y u n l i k e l y t o d o so, e i t h e r because such i n v e s t m e n t s 

r e t u r n e d him too l i t t l e or because he seemed l e s s i n t e r e s t e d i n 

c o m m e r c i a l a g r i c u l t u r e than i n consuming the produce f r o m h i s l a n d and 

i n r e l i s h i n g the s t a t u s p r o p e r t y o w n e r s h i p c o n f e r r e d . I n a d d i t i o n , the 

d r a c o n i a n terms of most s h a r e c r o p p i n g c o n t r a c t s appeared t o s t i f l e any 

i n i t i a t i v e . They d i c t a t e d i n g r e a t d e t a i l what a s h a r e c r o p p e r was t o 

d o and t h u s , i t i s c l a i m e d , s t r a n g l e d i n d i v i d u a l i n i t i a t i v e b y 
2 

t e n a n t s . 

Needless t o say, t h i s p i c t u r e o f s h a r e c r o p p i n g and o f i t s 

consequences l e a v e s something to be d e s i r e d . That s h a r e c r o p p i n g grew 

more common i n the s i x t e e n t h and s e v e n t e e n t h c e n t u r i e s and t h a t i t s 

growth p a r a l l e l e d the i n c r e a s i n g impoverishment o f the French p e a s a n t r y 

i s u n d e n i a b l e . But i t i s not a t a l l c l e a r why anyone adopted 

s h a r e c r o p p i n g i n the f i r s t p l a c e , nor why i t s s p r e a d was l i n k e d t o the 

impoverishment of the p e a s a n t r y . And as we s h a l l see, both 

contemporary a t t i t u d e s and the modern t h e o r y o f share c o n t r a c t s c a s t 

grave doubt upon the b e l i e f t h a t s h a r e c r o p p i n g h i n d e r e d economic 

growth i n the c o u n t r y s i d e . 

Let us f i r s t c o n s i d e r how h i s t o r i a n s have e x p l a i n e d the 

a d o p t i o n o f s h a r e c r o p p i n g . For Marc B l o c h , s h a r e c r o p p i n g s u i t e d 

poorer t e n a n t s , who l a c k e d c a p i t a l . I t was a l s o " p r e f e r r e d b y 

l a n d l o r d s of the p e t t y b o u r g e o i s type." Such owners (so B l o c h argued) 

f a v o r e d s h a r e c r o p p i n g because t h e i r e s t a t e s were too meagre to a t t r a c t 

c a s h - p a y i n g t e n a n t s and because share l e a s e s p r o v i d e d produce f o r the 

c e l l a r and d e f e r e n c e f o r the ego. The problem w i t h Bloch's 

e x p l a n a t i o n , though, i s t h a t i t s i m p l y does not f i t the f a c t s . 

A c c o r d i n g t o the most thorough l o c a l i n v e s t i g a t i o n of s h a r e c r o p p i n g 

— L o u i s Merle's study o f the G a t i n e p o i t e v i n e — i t was not the p e t t y 

b o u r g e o i s i e but the n o b i l i t y who f i r s t l e a s e d farms on s h a r e s , and 

e v i d e n c e from a n o t h e r r e g i o n , the L y o n n a i s , a l s o runs c o u n t e r t o 

Bloch. 4 There, p e t t y b o u r g e o i s l a n d l o r d s showed n o s i g n o f p r e f e r r i n g 

share c o n t r a c t s , and w h i l e poorer t e n a n t s might have d i s p l a y e d a 

s l i g h t i n c l i n a t i o n toward c r o p p i n g , the d i f f e r e n c e was s o s m a l l t h a t 

i t c o u l d e a s i l y have been the r e s u l t o f chance (Table 1).5 

The w e l l worn f a c t o r s t h a t e a r l y modern h i s t o r i a n s u s u a l l y 

invoke t o make sense of a g r i c u l t u r a l c h a n g e — i n f l a t i o n , p o p u l a t i o n 

p r e s s u r e , and s e i g n o r i a l d u e s — a l s o f a i l t o account f o r the spread o f 

s h a r e c r o p p i n g . S h a r e c r o p p i n g f l o u r i s h e d both d u r i n g the i n f l a t i o n o f 

the s i x t e e n t h c e n t u r y and d u r i n g the d e c l i n i n g p r i c e s o f the 1600s. I t 

spread i n t i m e s o f p o p u l a t i o n growth and o f p o p u l a t i o n d e c l i n e , and 

d e s p i t e o v e r a l l s i m i l a r i t i e s i n European p o p u l a t i o n t r e n d s , 

s h a r e c r o p p i n g took r o o t o n l y i n p a r t i c u l a r a r e a s , such a s p a r t s o f 

I t a l y and France. 

F i n a l l y , a t l e a s t i n France, the r i s e o f s h a r e c r o p p i n g d i d not 

c o i n c i d e w i t h any major s h i f t i n s e i g n o r i a l dues or s e i g n o r i a l 

a u t h o r i t y : the g r e a t d i s l o c a t i o n s i n s e i g n o r i a l power o c c u r r e d e i t h e r 

i n the l a t e r M i d d l e Ages, w e l l b e f o r e s h a r e c r o p p i n g p r e v a i l e d , o r i n 

the e i g h t e e n t h c e n t u r y , w e l l a f t e r i t was f i r m l y e s t a b l i s h e d . 6 

F o r t u n a t e l y , a much more s u c c e s s f u l e x p l a n a t i o n of 
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s h a r e c r o p p i n g emerges from a c o n s i d e r a t i o n of the problems l a n d l o r d s 

f a c e d . Perhaps the b e s t contemporary d i s c u s s i o n o f these d i f f i c u l t i e s 

appears i n O l i v i e r d e S e r r e s ' Theatre d e l ' a g r i c u l t u r e . the c l a s s i c 

1600 t r e a t i s e on F r e n c h f a r m i n g . For de S e r r e s , the h a r d s h i p s p r o p e r t y 

owners e n c o u n t e r e d were l e g i o n . C h i e f among them was the t a s k of 

managing and of o v e r s e e i n g f a r m s , a m a t t e r to w h i c h de S e r r e s devoted 

an e n t i r e c h a p t e r of h i s book. I d e a l l y , de S e r r e s argued, a l a n d l o r d 

would work h i s own l a n d , h i r i n g l a b o r e r s and p e r s o n a l l y s u p e r v i s i n g 

t h e i r e f f o r t s . The drawback, though, was t h a t farms and a g r i c u l t u r a l 

l a b o r e r s r e q u i r e d c o n s t a n t a t t e n t i o n on the p a r t of the owner. Only 

h i s s u p e r v i s i o n c o u l d "make the l a z y d i l i g e n t " and c o u n t e r "the e v i l 

tendency of most h i r e d hands, w h i c h in the absence of the master l e a d s 

them m e r e l y t o f e i g n any e f f o r t . " But the master's presence would c o s t 

him d e a r l y i f h i s p r o p e r t y l a y f a r from h i s home or i f he had o t h e r 

a f f a i r s where he "earned much more than i n the c u l t i v a t i o n of the 

s o i l . " 7 

For absentee l a n d l o r d s o f t h i s s o r t , r e n t i n g was the o b v i o u s 

a l t e r n a t i v e , e i t h e r f o r f i x e d r e n t o r f o r s h a r e s . But even r e n t i n g 

e n t a i l e d c e r t a i n c o m p l i c a t i o n s . I t was hard t o f i n d a r e l i a b l e tenant 

who, w h i l e p a y i n g a f i x e d r e n t , would r e m a i n s o l v e n t , s h o u l d e r a l l the 

work, and absorb "at h i s own l o s s or p r o f i t " a l l the r i s k s of the farm 

year. Such a t e n a n t would pay l e s s r e n t i n r e t u r n f o r t a k i n g o n a l l 

the r i s k , and he would demand an even g r e a t e r r e d u c t i o n i f he f u r n i s h e d 

a l l the seed, l i v e s t o c k , and o t h e r farm i n p u t s . 8 G i v e n the 

d i f f i c u l t i e s of f i n d i n g dependable t e n a n t s , de S e r r e s recommended 
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s h a r e c r o p p i n g f o r most absentee l a n d l o r d s . I t would be e a s i e r t o f i n d 

a t r u s t w o r t h y share t e n a n t , f o r h e d i d not " r i s k e v e r y t h i n g i n 

advance," and he was l e s s l i k e l y t o go bankrupt. Whatever the form o f 

the l e a s e , though, the l a n d l o r d would s t i l l have t o watch over the 

t e n a n t . Even a f i x e d - r e n t t e n a n t might n e g l e c t b u i l d i n g s and f e n c e s or 

i g n o r e problems w i t h d i t c h e s t h a t might cause f l o o d i n g o r e r o s i o n l o n g 

a f t e r h i s l e a s e had r u n out. H e might cut v i n e s too s h o r t , w h i c h c o u l d 

boost the y i e l d d u r i n g h i s tenure but reduce p r o d u c t i v i t y t h e r e a f t e r . 

And at the end of h i s t e n u r e , he might r e t u r n the l a n d " t i r e d and 

exhausted, l i k e r e n t a l horses." 9 

One might d i s m i s s de S e r r e s as o v e r l y p r o g r e s s i v e and t h e r e f o r e 

u n r e p r e s e n t a t i v e o f the m a j o r i t y o f French l a n d l o r d s , but c o n t r a c t s i n 

n o t a r i a l r e g i s t e r s t e s t i f y t o the same conc e r n s . Labor c o n t r a c t s (such 

as the one c o n c l u d e d in 1598 between the n o t a r y E s t i e n n e Moyne of 

S a i n t - G e n i s - L a v a l and two p a r t n e r s , on the one hand, and P i e r r e Dupyn 

and N i c o l a s C h a r p i n o f S a i n t - G e n i s , o n the o t h e r ) a l w a y s s p e c i f i e d the 

t a s k s the l a b o r e r s were to p e r f o r m . Dupyn and C h a r p i n , f o r example, 

were t o l d i n g r e a t d e t a i l what they were t o do i n a l o c a l v i n e y a r d t h a t 

Moyne and h i s p a r t n e r s managed, and they were p a i d in s t a g e s as the 

work p r o g r e s s e d i n o r d e r t o keep them f r o m s h i r k i n g . Share c o n t r a c t s 

d i d much the same, s i n c e c r o p p e r s a l s o had r e a s o n to u n d e r s u p p l y l a b o r . 

A s f o r r e n t a l c o n t r a c t s , they commonly o b l i g e d t e n a n t s t o pledge o t h e r 

p r o p e r t y a s s e c u r i t y a g a i n s t d e f a u l t . And whatever the c o n t r a c t , a l l 

farm owners t r i e d to p r o h i b i t the m i s u se of p r o p e r t y by t e n a n t s who 

might squander r e s o u r c e s w h i l e a v o i d i n g the c o s t s . I t was not unusual 

t o see p r o h i b i t i o n s a g a i n s t the n e g l e c t o f d i t c h e s and b u i l d i n g s , 

a g a i n s t the o v e r w o r k i n g o f v i n e s , e x c e s s i v e g r a z i n g o r l o g g i n g , and, i n 

g e n e r a l , a g a i n s t the f a i l u r e t o r e t u r n the p r o p e r t y i n good shape a t 

the end of the lease. 1 0 

I n a f r i c t i o n l e s s , o n e - p e r i o d w o r l d o f n o r i s k s and p e r f e c t 

i n f o r m a t i o n , such problems never a r i s e . But i n the r e a l w o r l d , these 

problems do b e d e v i l l a n d l o r d s , and under the heading of t r a n s a c t i o n 

c o s t s , they form p a r t of the modern t h e o r y o f a g r i c u l t u r a l c o n t r a c t s , a 

s u b j e c t t h a t has a t t r a c t e d the a t t e n t i o n of a number of economic 

t h e o r i s t s and economic h i s t o r i a n s . A l t h o u g h t h i s t h e o r y o f c o n t r a c t s 

i s f a r from complete, i t does a t l e a s t p r o v i d e a n e x p l a n a t i o n f o r the 

c o e x i s t e n c e o f r e n t a l , s h a r e , and wage-labor c o n t r a c t s i n a g r i c u l t u r e , 

and i t a l s o accounts f o r v a r i a t i o n s i n the c o n t r a c t u a l mix. 1 1 I n a 

n u t s h e l l , the t h e o r y i s based upon a t r a d e o f f between the t r a n s a c t i o n 

c o s t s a s s o c i a t e d w i t h a g i v e n c o n t r a c t and the r i s k premium needed to 

get p a r t i e s t o e n t e r t h a t c o n t r a c t . The t r a n s a c t i o n c o s t s , w h i c h f a l l 

upon l a n d l o r d s , i n c l u d e the c o s t s of e n f o r c i n g the c o n t r a c t and of 

i n s u r i n g t h a t the t e n a n t o r the h i r e d hand meets h i s p a r t o f the b a r g a i n . 

The l a n d l o r d ' s t r a n s a c t i o n c o s t s are h i g h e s t f o r l a b o r c o n t r a c t s , f o r 

i n a d d i t i o n t o k e e p i n g the l a b o r e r from m i s u s i n g the p r o p e r t y , the 

l a n d l o r d has t o s u p e r v i s e him to make sure he f u r n i s h e s the amount of 

l a b o r s p e c i f i e d i n the c o n t r a c t . W i t h p e r f e c t i n f o r m a t i o n and n o 

u n c e r t a i n t y , a l a n d l o r d c o u l d observe the h i r e d hand's e f f o r t d i r e c t l y 

o r i n f e r i t from a g r i c u l t u r a l output. . But i n the r e a l w o r l d , h e has t o 

pay to d i s c o v e r how hard the l a b o r e r works, and he has to m o n i t o r him 
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i n o r d e r t o prevent s h i r k i n g . The t r a n s a c t i o n c o s t s are somewhat l o w e r 

f o r s h a r e c r o p p i n g , because the c r o p p e r has some i n c e n t i v e t o work; 

however, the l a n d l o r d must s t i l l s u p e r v i s e the c r o p p e r t o a c e r t a i n 

e x t e n t , because the c r o p p e r r e c e i v e s o n l y a f r a c t i o n o f h i s m a r g i n a l 

product and hence has r e a s o n to u n d e r s u p p l y l a b o r . T r a n s a c t i o n s c o s t s 

are l o w e s t o f a l l f o r f i x e d r e n t a l c o n t r a c t s , f o r the r e n t e r r e c e i v e s 

h i s f u l l m a r g i n a l product and t h e r e f o r e has no r e a s o n t o s h i r k . The 

l a n d l o r d need o n l y i n s u r e t h a t the tenant does not r u i n the p r o p e r t y . 

What keeps l a n d l o r d s from o f f e r i n g n o t h i n g but f i x e d r e n t a l 

c o n t r a c t s w i t h t h e i r low t r a n s a c t i o n c o s t s i s the premium ( i n the form 

of reduced r e n t , f o r example) w h i c h they must o f f e r r i s k a v e r s e 

t e n a n t s i n o r d e r t o induce them t o a c c e p t the u n c e r t a i n t i e s o f p a y i n g 

a f i x e d r e n t . The premium i s l o w e r f o r share c o n t r a c t s because 

c r o p p e r s absorb o n l y a f r a c t i o n o f the r i s k . And s i n c e t h e r e i s 

l i t t l e or no r i s k a t t a c h e d t o a f i x e d wage payment, the l a n d l o r d need 

o f f e r no premium in o r d e r to engage farm hands. The mix of c o n t r a c t s 

i s then d e t e r m i n e d b y the b a l a n c e between t r a n s a c t i o n c o s t s and r i s k 

premiums. 

I f t r a n s a c t i o n c o s t s i n c r e a s e ( o t h e r t h i n g s b e i n g equal) then 

we would expect l a n d l o r d s t o s h i f t from wage c o n t r a c t s t o w a r d 

s h a r e c r o p p i n g and r e n t i n g . R e n t a l c o n t r a c t s would a l s o become 

p r e f e r a b l e to share agreements. In each case, more l a n d l o r d s would 

p r e f e r t o pay r i s k premiums to t e n a n t s r a t h e r than t o f a c e the h i g h e r 

t r a n s a c t i o n c o s t s , and the r e s u l t a n t change i n the s u p p l y o f c o n t r a c t s 

would s h i f t the c o n t r a c t u a l mix. And of c o u r s e the r e v e r s e would be 

t r u e i f t r a n s a c t i o n c o s t s dropped. 

One v i r t u e o f t h i s t h e o r y i s t h a t i t c l e a r l y f i t s the 

q u a l i t a t i v e e v i d e n c e f r o m e a r l y modern France. De S e r r e s and o t h e r 

c o n t e m p o r a r i e s n o t i c e d t h a t r e n t e r s demanded a premium in the form of 

l o w e r r e n t f o r the r i s k s they f a c e d , and d e S e r r e s suggested t h a t the 

premium and r i s k s were reduced f o r s h a r e c r o p p e r s . De S e r r e s and the 

c o n t r a c t s t h e m s e l v e s a l s o make i t c l e a r t h a t l a n d l o r d s had t o do more 

and more m o n i t o r i n g as they moved from r e n t i n g toward s h a r e c r o p p i n g and 

wage l a b o r . Indeed, r e n t a l c o n t r a c t s i n v a r i a b l y c o n t a i n e d f e w e r 

s t i p u l a t i o n s than e i t h e r share or wage l a b o r c o n t r a c t s . 

F u r t h e r m o r e , the t h e o r y a c t u a l l y y i e l d s a h y p o t h e s i s a p p l i c a b l e 

t o e a r l y modern q u a n t i t a t i v e d a t a : i f t r a n s a c t i o n c o s t s r i s e , a g i v e n 

l a n d l o r d w i l l be more l i k e l y t o p r e f e r r e n t a l c o n t r a c t s t o 

s h a r e c r o p p i n g , and s h a r e c r o p p i n g t o wage l a b o r , a l l o t h e r t h i n g s b e i n g 

e q u a l . W e can then t e s t t h i s h y p o t h e s i s w i t h the L y o n n a i s c o n t r a c t s 

w h i c h we used to examine Bloch's i d e a s . The t r a n s a c t i o n c o s t s 

t h e m s e l v e s are u n o b s e r v a b l e , but the c o n t r a c t s do f u r n i s h us w i t h two 

u s e f u l p r o x i e s f o r the c o s t s o f s u p e r v i s i n g a farm and o f m o n i t o r i n g 

l a b o r . The f i r s t i s the d i s t a n c e between the l a n d l o r d ' s r e s i d e n c e and 

the l o c a t i o n of h i s p r o p e r t y . De S e r r e s and o t h e r c o n t e m p o r a r i e s noted 

t h a t d i s t a n t p r o p e r t y was more e x p e n s i v e t o a d m i n i s t e r , and f o r t h i s 

r e a s o n de S e r r e s a l l but r u l e d out wage l a b o r f o r most absentee 

l a n d l o r d s . 1 1 O b v i o u s l y , t r a n s a c t i o n c o s t s would r i s e h i g h e r the 

f a r t h e r away the p r o p e r t y . 

The second proxy a f f e c t i n g t r a n s a c t i o n c o s t s i s the presence o r 
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absence o f v i n e y a r d s . V i n e s were a c a p i t a l i n v e s t m e n t r e q u i r i n g 

c o n s i d e r a b l e s u p e r v i s i o n whatever the c o n t r a c t — r e c a l l , f o r example, 

de Serres's w a r n i n g a g a i n s t t e n a n t s who cut them too s h o r t . Once the 

l a n d l o r d took s t e p s t o i n s p e c t the v i n e s , though, the m a r g i n a l c o s t o f 

m o n i t o r i n g h i s sharecropper's o r h i s h i r e d hand's l a b o r was reduced. 

On farms w i t h v i n e s , then, we would expect l o w e r c o s t s f o r m o n i t o r i n g 

l a b o r , more s h a r e c r o p p i n g r e l a t i v e t o r e n t i n g , and more wage l a b o r 

r e l a t i v e to any form of tenancy. 1 4 

The e v i d e n c e from the sample of L y o n n a i s c o n t r a c t s s u p p o r t s 

both these c o n t e n t i o n s . I n the t i n y r e g i o n from w h i c h these c o n t r a c t s 

were drawn, r i s k s p r o b a b l y d i d not v a r y g r e a t l y ; 

hence w e can i n e f f e c t h o l d c o n s t a n t the o t h e r m a j o r f a c t o r — r i s k 

c o n d i t i o n s — w h i c h a f f e c t e d the c o n t r a c t u a l mix. 1 5 T r a n s a c t i o n c o s t s 

s h o u l d then e x p l a i n the v a r i a t i o n s i n c o n t r a c t t y p e , and i f w e a p p l y 

l o g i t a n a l y s i s , w e f i n d t h a t our p r o x i e s f o r the t r a n s a c t i o n c o s t s d o 

indeed have the expected e f f e c t on c o n t r a c t c h o i c e ( T a b l e 2). The 

p o s i t i v e s i g n o f the d i s t a n c e v a r i a b l e c o e f f i c i e n t s i m p l i e s t h a t 

l a n d l o r d s were more l i k e l y t o l e a s e d i s t a n t p r o p e r t y t o r e n t e r s and 

s h a r e c r o p p e r s than t o h i r e wage l a b o r . D i s t a n t e s t a t e s were a l s o more 

l i k e l y t o b e l e a s e d f o r a f i x e d r e n t than sharecropped. S i m i l a r l y , the 

n e g a t i v e c o e f f i c i e n t s f o r v i n e s suggest t h a t v i n e y a r d owners were more 

l i k e l y ( o t h e r t h i n g s b e i n g e q u a l ) t o h i r e l a b o r e r s than t o engage 

t e n a n t s . They a l s o found s h a r e c r o p p i n g p r e f e r a b l e t o r e n t i n g , a s 

expected. F u r t h e r m o r e , not o n l y d i d a l l o f these c o e f f i c i e n t s have the 

proper s i g n s , but n e a r l y a l l o f them passed the a p p r o p r i a t e o n e - t a i l e d 
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t e s t s o f s i g n i f i c a n c e a t b e t t e r than the f i v e - p e r c e n t l e v e l . 

O b v i o u s l y , a number of c r i t i c i s m s c o u l d be r a i s e d a g a i n s t t h i s 

e v i d e n c e . F i r s t , one c o u l d argue t h a t i n s t e a d o f u s i n g the presence o f 

v i n e s as a proxy f o r l o w e r l a b o r m o n i t o r i n g c o s t s we s h o u l d have 

i n c l u d e d any l a n d l o r d c o n t r i b u t i o n o f c a p i t a l . Any c a p i t a l good o r 

equipment, from v i n e s and oxen to hand t o o l s , would cut the m a r g i n a l 

c o s t o f s u p e r v i s i n g l a b o r . T h i s i s c e r t a i n l y a r e a s o n a b l e argument, 

and the o n l y j u s t i f i c a t i o n f o r s i n g l i n g out v i n e s i s t h a t they were 

mentioned by de S e r r e s and t h a t they r e p r e s e n t e d the l a n d l o r d s ' m a j o r 

c a p i t a l c o n t r i b u t i o n to l o c a l f a r m i n g . They a l s o undoubtedly r e q u i r e d 

more s u p e r v i s i o n than o t h e r c a p i t a l goods. I n any e vent, s u b s t i t u t i n g 

the presence of any l a n d l o r d c a p i t a l does not change the l o g i t 

a n a l y s i s s i g n i f i c a n t l y . A l l the c o e f f i c i e n t s s t i l l have the proper 

s i g n , and most are s t i l l s i g n i f i c a n t . 1 7 

A second concern might be a number of a d d i t i o n a l v a r i a b l e s t h a t 

perhaps s h o u l d b e i n c l u d e d i n the a n a l y s i s . H i g h e r urban wages, f o r 

example, c o u l d c o n c e i v a b l y make a g r i c u l t u r a l l a b o r c o n t r a c t s h a r d e r to 

e n f o r c e , because a h i r e d hand might abandon the plow to work in town. 

But i f we i n s e r t a r e a l wage index f o r urban w o r k e r s i n t o the l o g i t 

a n a l y s i s , i t f a i l s the s i g n i f i c a n c e t e s t , no doubt because the l a b o r 

market was s t r o n g enough to p r o v i d e a r e p l a c e m e n t f o r any farm worker 

who q u i t h i s p o s t . A more t r o u b l i n g o m i s s i o n i s the l a c k o f any 

measure f o r the amount of l a n d b e i n g farmed. A l a r g e farm might w e l l 

i n v o l v e i n c r e a s e d l a b o r s u p e r v i s i o n c o s t s , and thus farm s i z e might 

a f f e c t the c h o i c e o f a c o n t r a c t . U n f o r t u n a t e l y , the a g r i c u l t u r a l 

c o n t r a c t s from t h i s p e r i o d d o not u s u a l l y r e p o r t the s i z e o f the p l o t s 

i n q u e s t i o n , s o n o p e r f e c t l y r e l i a b l e l a n d measure i s a v a i l a b l e . But 

we can t a k e r e f u g e b e h i n d the f a c t t h a t in those c o n t r a c t s which do 

m e n t i o n l a n d s i z e the farms are r e l a t i v e l y homogeneous. Moreover, we 

can use the number of p l o t s mentioned in each c o n t r a c t as a crude 

measure of farm s i z e ; when added to the l o g i t a n a l y s i s , the number of 

p l o t s f a i l s s i g n i f i c a n c e t e s t s and does not d i s t u r b the o t h e r 

c o e f f i c i e n t s . 1 9 

F i n a l l y , one might c r i t i c i z e the a s s u m p t i o n t h a t r i s k 

c o n d i t i o n s remained c o n s t a n t . W h i l e a g r i c u l t u r a l r i s k s might not have 

v a r i e d g r e a t l y o v e r the t i n y r e g i o n from which the sample was s e l e c t e d , 

they c o u l d have changed o v e r the p e r i o d the c o n t r a c t s covered ( t h e 

y e a r s 1563-1633), and the f l u c t u a t i o n s i n r i s k might have a f f e c t e d the 

c o n t r a c t mix. One way to t e s t t h i s would be to employ the v a r i a t i o n s 

i n l o c a l l e a s e r a t e s as an a p p r o x i m a t e measure of r i s k . When i n s e r t e d 

i n t o the l o g i t a n a l y s i s , though, t h i s r i s k proxy proves i n s i g n i f i c a n t , 

and i t h a r d l y a f f e c t s the o t h e r l o g i t c o e f f i c i e n t s . 2 0 

E v i d e n t l y , r i s k c o n d i t i o n s d i d not v a r y enough t o s h i f t c o n t r a c t 

c h o i c e s . 

To be s u r e , a sample of 83 cases may seem l i k e v e r y l i t t l e 

e v i d e n c e t o h i n g e a t h e o r y upon, but the t - s t a t i s t i c s b e l y the 

i n s i n u a t i o n t h a t our r e s u l t s are the work o f chance. More e v i d e n c e 

and more a n a l y s i s are c e r t a i n l y i n o r d e r b e f o r e we can be c e r t a i n (one 

would l i k e t o know, f o r example, what r i s k s peasants f a c e d as 

consumers, what o t h e r forms of i n s u r a n c e were a v a i l a b l e to them, and 
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what b i g g e r l a n d l o r d s d i d ) , but a t the v e r y l e a s t , the t h e o r y o f 

a g r i c u l t u r a l c o n t r a c t s g i v e s u s a n a t t r a c t i v e c a n d i d a t e f o r f u t u r e 

r e s e a r c h . And as we have seen, the t h e o r y has the added v i r t u e of 

e x p l a i n i n g the q u a l i t a t i v e e v i d e n c e , drawn from d e S e r r e s and o t h e r 

sources i n s e v e r a l r e g i o n s o f e a r l y modern France. 

The t h e o r y a l s o p r o v i d e s a ready e x p l a n a t i o n f o r the spread of 

s h a r e c r o p p i n g . S h a r e c r o p p i n g , we saw, grew more p r e v a l e n t a t p r e c i s e l y 

the same t i m e t h a t F r ench peasants were l o s i n g t h e i r l a n d t o absentee 

l a n d l o r d s . These absentee owners had to contend w i t h c o s t s of 

a d m i n i s t e r i n g d i s t a n t , newly purchased p r o p e r t i e s , and from what we 

know o f the t h e o r y o f c o n t r a c t s , i t was o n l y n a t u r a l t h a t they r e s o r t e d 

t o s h a r e c r o p p i n g (and t o r e n t i n g ) i n s t e a d o f t o h i r i n g l a b o r e r s . 2 2 The 

i n c r e a s e i n s h a r e c r o p p i n g ( r e l a t i v e t o wage l a b o r ) was thus a r e s u l t of 

the t r a n s f e r o f peasant p r o p e r t y i n t o the hands o f absentee l a n d l o r d s , 

and t h i s t r a n s f e r i t s e l f appears to have been caused by monarchy's 

f i s c a l system, f o r the monarchy was g r a n t i n g i n c r e a s i n g l y v a l u a b l e t a x 

exemptions to p r e c i s e l y the s o r t of p r i v i l e g e d person who bought up the 

peasant l a n d . These n o b l e s , o f f i c e r s , and c i t y d w e l l e r s p a i d l i t t l e or 

n o t h i n g in the way of t a x e s on the peasant l a n d they purchased, and 

they bought u p l a n d from t a x - p a y i n g peasant p r o p r i e t o r s u n t i l the c o s t s 

o f a d m i n i s t e r i n g d i s t a n t p r o p e r t y outweighed the v a l u e o f t h e i r t a x 
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exemptions. As absentee owners, they s i m p l y found s h a r e c r o p p i n g 

p r e f e r a b l e t o wage l a b o r . 

I t i s c l e a r a s w e l l why s h a r e c r o p p i n g was s o o f t e n a s s o c i a t e d 

w i t h p o v e r t y : i t was, q u i t e s i m p l y , a way o f a d m i n i s t e r i n g p r o p e r t y i n 

a r e a s where overburdened peasants had l o s t t h e i r farms t o absentee 

owners, a c o n t r a c t u n d e r t a k e n w i t h t e n a n t s who possessed l i t t l e or no 

l a n d o r c a p i t a l . But i f s h a r e c r o p p i n g was a s s o c i a t e d w i t h r u r a l 

p o v e r t y , i t i s wrong t o blame i t f o r France's a g r i c u l t u r a l s t a g n a t i o n . 

The f r e q u e n t c l a i m t h a t s h a r e c r o p p i n g meant disengagement f r o m the 

market c o l l a p s e s once w e r e a l i z e t h a t h i g h l y c o m m e r c i a l crops were 

o f t e n r a i s e d b y c r o p p e r s : not j u s t wine i n the L y o n n a i s , but a l s o 

m u l b e r r y t r e e s f o r the s i l k t r a d e f a r t h e r south. Indeed, share 

l a n d l o r d s were f r e q u e n t l y i n v o l v e d i n the s a l e , r a t h e r than i n the 

consumption, of the produce from these e s t a t e s . 2 4 Nor does it seem 

proper t o argue t h a t the d r a c o n i a n c l a u s e s i n s h a r e c r o p p i n g l e a s e s 

s t i f l e d a g r i c u l t u r a l change. These c l a u s e s , we have seen, were merely 

r a t i o n a l a t t e m p t s t o p r o t e c t p r o p e r t y r i g h t s and m o n i t o r l a b o r . They 

were supple enough to change from p l a c e to p l a c e and o v e r t i m e , and 

r e g u l a r l a b o r c o n t r a c t s c o n t a i n e d even more r i g i d c l a u s e s . 2 5 Indeed 

economic t h e o r y s u g g e s t s t h a t s h a r e c r o p p i n g was merely a way of d e a l i n g 

w i t h r i s k , i n c e n t i v e s , and t r a n s a c t i o n c o s t s . I t was thus not a n 

o b s t a c l e t o economic growth, and the t r u e causes o f a g r i c u l t u r e 

s t a g n a t i o n i n France have t o b e sought e l s e w h e r e — p e r h a p s i n the tax 

system t h a t t r e a t e d peasants s o u n f a i r l y . 
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12. T h i s account of c o n t r a c t c h o i c e i s o n l y one among s e v e r a l p o s s i b l e 
t h e o r i e s ; t h e r e are o t h e r e x p l a n a t i o n s t h a t p l a c e g r e a t e r s t r e s s 
upon the l a n d l o r d s e n t r e p r e n e u r i a l i n p u t , o t h e r f a c t o r s o f 
p r o d u c t i o n , and i n c e n t i v e s . See, f o r example, W i l l i a m H a l l a g h a n , 
" S e l f S e l e c t i o n by C o n t r a c t u a l Choice and the Theory of 
S h a r e c r o p p i n g , " B e l l J o u r n a l of Economics 9 (Autumn 1978):344-54, 
and Joseph D. Reed, " S h a r e c r o p p i n g and A g r i c u l t u r a l U n c e r t a i n t y , " 
Economic Development and C u l t u r a l Change 24 ( A p r i l 1976):549-76. 
These a l t e r n a t i v e t h e o r i e s , though, have t h e i r own l i m i t a t i o n s — 
R e i d , f o r example, tends t o g l i d e over q u e s t i o n s o f m o n i t o r i n g 
c o s t s — a n d they d o not f i t the e a r l y modern q u a l i t a t i v e e v i d e n c e a s 
w e l l a s the e x p l a n a t i o n I have g i v e n . I n any case, a l l o f these 
d i f f e r e n t t h e o r i e s are i n f a c t more complementary than m u t u a l l y 
e x c l u s i v e . 

13. De S e r r e s , pp. 46-48, 53. See a l s o Dewald, pp. 183-201. 

14. Compare the s i m i l a r argument o f A l s t o n and Higgs, " C o n t r a c t u a l 
M i x , " p. 340. 

15. I b i d , p. 344. 

16. O n e - t a i l e d t e s t s are a p p r o p r i a t e s i n c e the t h e o r y p r e d i c t e d the 
s i g n s o f the v a r i o u s c o e f f i c i e n t s . 

17. The presence of v i n e s does seem to have a s t r o n g e r e f f e c t on 
c o n t r a c t c h o i c e than o t h e r s o r t s o f l a n d l o r d c a p i t a l . The r e a s o n 
may be t h a t the v i n e y a r d s r e q u i r e d more c o n s t a n t s u r v e i l l a n c e than 
t o o l s o r a n i m a l s ; moreover, damage to v i n e s was more d i f f i c u l t 
t o remedy s i n c e t h e r e was o b v i o u s l y no r e n t a l market one c o u l d t u r n 
t o i n o r d e r t o r e p l a c e damaged v i n e s . 

18. I f we add a r e a l wage ind e x f o r urban b u i l d i n g w o r k e r s t o the l o g i t 
e q u a t i o n s w i t h VINE and DISTANCE, the t - s t a t i s t i c s a r e f a r from 
s i g n i f i c a n t (t = 0.22 and -0.05 f o r the e f f e c t on r e n t i n g and 
s h a r e c r o p p i n g , r e s p e c t i v e l y ) . I have a l s o t r i e d t o add v a r i o u s 
human c a p i t a l measures, such as l i t e r a c y and o c c u p a t i o n , t o the 
l o g i t a n a l y s i s , because some o f the l i t e r a t u r e on c o n t r a c t c h o i c e 
suggests t h a t the v a r i o u s c o n t r a c t s a l l o w l a n d l o r d s t o s c r e e n f o r 
t e n a n t s k i l l . U n f o r t u n a t e l y , I found no e v i d e n c e f o r t h i s , no 
doubt because my human c a p i t a l p r o x i e s were poor measures of the 
r e q u i s i t e s k i l l s . 

19. W i t h a l a r g e r sample, we c o u l d v e r i f y t h a t the number of p l o t s was 
a n a c c u r a t e proxy b y c h e c k i n g i t f o r t h o s e c o n t r a c t s w h i c h d o 
mention farm s i z e . I p l a n t o d o t h i s i n f u t u r e r e s e a r c h . 

20. I r e l i e d upon an index of l e a s e r a t e s f o r a f i x e d c o l l e c t i o n of 
farm p l o t s t o c o n s t r u c t m y r i s k proxy. I f the l e a s e r a t e s i n c l u d e d 
a r i s k premium, then the l e v e l of the index i t s e l f ought to p r o v i d e 
a rough proxy of r i s k c o n d i t i o n s . I f , on the o t h e r hand, the l e a s e 
r a t e s r e f l e c t e d o n l y the expected p r o f i t s from f a r m i n g , then the 
c o e f f i c i e n t o f v a r i a t i o n o f the l e a s e r a t e s ought t o t r a c k r i s k . I 
t r i e d both p r o x i e s f o r r i s k , w i t h s i m i l a r r e s u l t s . 

21. One a d d i t i o n a l t a s k f o r f u t u r e r e s e a r c h i s t o s p e c i f y a 
t h e o r e t i c a l model in such a way t h a t under c e r t a i n c i r c u m s t a n c e s 
s h a r e c r o p p i n g c o u l d a c t u a l l y become p r e f e r a b l e to both wage l a b o r 
and r e n t i n g . T h i s would be p o s s i b l e , f o r example, w i t h a p r o b i t 
model. 
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