
Europe, and is quite different in nature from the
European growth that took place before 1500.

Not all societies with access to the Atlantic
show the same pattern of growth, however. The
data suggest an important interaction between
medieval political institutions and access to the
Atlantic: the more rapid economic growth took
place in societies with relatively nonabsolutist
initial institutions, most notably in Britain and
the Netherlands. In contrast, countries where the
monarchy was highly absolutist, such as Spain
and Portugal, experienced only limited growth
in the subsequent centuries, while areas lacking

easy access to the Atlantic, even such nonabso-
lutist states as Venice and Genoa, did not expe-
rience any direct or indirect benefits from
Atlantic trade.

Figures 1 and 2 illustrate the central thesis
of this paper. Figure 1, panel A, shows that
urbanization in Western Europe grew sig-
nificantly faster than in Eastern Europe after
1500.2 Figure 1, panel B, shows that these

2 For the purposes of this paper, Western Europe is taken
to be all the countries west of the Elbe, i.e., Austria,

FIGURE 1A. WESTERN EUROPE, EASTERN EUROPE, AND ASIA: URBANIZATION RATES, WEIGHTED BY POPULATION, 1300–1850

FIGURE 1B. ATLANTIC TRADERS, WEST EUROPEAN COUNTRIES NOT ATLANTIC TRADERS, AND EASTERN EUROPE:
URBANIZATION RATES, WEIGHTED BY POPULATION, 1300–1850

547VOL. 95 NO. 3 ACEMOGLU ET AL.: THE RISE OF EUROPE

http://pubs.aeaweb.org/action/showImage?doi=10.1257/0002828054201305&iName=master.img-000.jpg&w=401&h=172
http://pubs.aeaweb.org/action/showImage?doi=10.1257/0002828054201305&iName=master.img-001.jpg&w=401&h=160



