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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.
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In the preface to his book Guuns, Sails, and Empires (1965), the great social
scientist Carlo Cipolla writes: “The first person to be utterly surprised at
having written a book entitled ‘Guns and Sails’ is definitely the author,
and readers may feel confident that the book is neither magnetized by
some Freudian attraction for weapons nor biased by an ancestral love for
salt water. The book has simply been written because, in studying the
history of the early modern period the author was forced, by
overwhelming evidence, to recognize, against his tastes and inclinations,
the importance of guns and sails.”

We now offer a similar — though less eloquent — disclaimer. We share
Cipolla’s strong natural tendency toward pacifism. Nonetheless, we
believe that a true understanding of the economic rise of urban Europe —
the main goal of this book — compels us to grapple with warfare, as
counterintuitive as that may seem at first glance.
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Jeffry Frieden and Kenneth Sheplse, the two discussants, Eric Chaney and
James Fearon, and the distinguished audience. The second inflection point
was a breakfast conversation with Joel Mokyr at Northwestern University
in October 2015. This conversation was critical to our thinking about the
different channels through which warfare could “translate” into wealth in
Europe over the long run. We greatly thank Joel for his insights. The final
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