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PREFACE: BY WAY OF PRESENTATION

PEDRO LAINS'

The Iberian Peninsula stands out as a well-defined regional unit cut from the
rest of Europe by the Pyrenees and encircled by the Mediterranean Sea and the
Atlantic Ocean. It was ruled by successive empires or polities, including
Romans, Celts, Visigoths, Muslims and Christians, with varying degree of
political integration within its borders, and in regard to the rest of Europe
and the world. For most of its history, Iberia was at the periphery of larger
political units, particularly, the Romans and the Muslim empires and served as
a bridge between different parts of the world. Since late medieval times, it was
the centre of overseas empires that stretched from Africa to Asia and the
Americas. Within its territory, borders between different political and cultural
entities moved across time and space, following geographical discontinuities,
such as rivers and mountains, particularly during Antiquity and up to the
Muslim period, and for a long period of time the political borders were mostly
between the north and the south. Since the Medieval period, borders have been
mostly politically defined and the north-south division has become less
important. Yet the old divide could still be noticed possibly up to present
times, in a complex net of political and natural divisions. The level of political
integration increased, as Spain was formed as a dynastic union in the fifteenth
century, and from 1580 to 1640 Spain and Portugal were ruled under the
crown of the Habsburgs. Clearly, the Iberian Peninsula, with all its internal
differences, should be taken as a unit of historical study.

Economically, the Iberian Peninsula is as diverse as probably any other part
of the European continent of a similar size, due to differences in geography,
climate and resource endowments, and the level of economic integration
certainly has varied across the centuries. However, the economic divide has
not necessarily followed the political divide. Recent research on long swings of
economic development for Portugal and Spain has pointed to the possibility
that the performance across the political border was rather disparate until well
into the industrialization period. As economic development proceeded, the

! Text written in September 2018.
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level of economic integration within the peninsula increased, although cer-
tainly not at a regular rate. Iberia diverged from the core European economies
for a long period of time, and converged only from the mid-twentieth century
on.

Why do some nations prosper and others lag behind? This is probably the
most researched question in Economic History and one of the most important
in the field of Economics. Answers to the question will always be incomplete
and provisional, and have changed considerably across time, as we learn more
about the past, in terms of time and space. The study of the economic history of
the Iberian Peninsula should be set in the context of understanding different
paths of growth within Europe.

The divide in levels of economic development between northern and south-
ern Europe is quite clear and well documented in the period since the
Industrial Revolution. It is of utmost relevance to understand why that hap-
pened and the literature on the contemporary period provide several answers
that range from the role of the state and private institutions, the limitations
imposed by the structure of resource endowments, or cultural factors. Those
factors, however, need to be revisited in order to assess whether they can
survive the light of new evidence regarding the varieties of experiences within
the European continent that have been revealed by the new research on
patterns of growth and retardation. The understanding of economic perform-
ance during the industrialization period and its aftermath is much dependent
on our perception regarding the starting point. Due to the increased interest in
research in long-term economic growth and development, we are now closer
than ever in identifying the long swings of the economic performance of Spain
and Portugal since the Middle Ages, as well as the relative levels of income, as
compared to the rest of Europe.

The aim of the present book is to provide a global interpretation of the
evolution of the Iberian economies in the second Millennium. The project
gathers a number of specialists in the field, with joint contributions, and is
divided into three epochs: The Making of Iberia, 700-1500; Globalization and
the Enlightenment, 1500-1800; and Industrialization and Catching Up, 1800-
2000. Each epoch comprises eight or nine chapters covering an equal number
of topics, including the institutional framework, population, money and bank-
ing, domestic product and factor markets, international trade, economic
output, economic well-being and international comparisons. The book is the
outcome of two preliminary workshops, held in Lisbon and Zaragoza, where
the structure and contents of the project were widely discussed, and most
chapters are written in co-authorship by specialists on different parts of the
Iberian Peninsula.
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