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Paul Warde

The Invention of Sustainability: Nature and Destiny, c. 1500-1870
Cambridge, Cambridge University Press, 2018, 416 pp.

n this book Paul Warde presents the

history of the idea of sustainability

from c. 1500 to the late nineteenth
century. He introduces how major scienti-
fic discourses across Europe dealt with sus-
tainability problems avant la lettre. To this
end, he defines sustainability as an envi-
ronmental problem (p. 5), that is the cha-
llenge to continuously provide resources
without degrading the conditions under
which they regenerate. The issues at stake
thus range from perceptions of scarcity (in
land, in nutrients, in labour), to ideas of
overuse. Drawing on rich material from
Western Europe, each chapter identifies,
for different periods and specific resources
(notably, wood or food), the scientific ra-
tionale with which contemporaries appro-
ached sustainability challenges, and the
particular topics of that discourse. The
book is compelling in content and style,
though at times challenging for non-En-

glish native speakers, and presents an im-
pressive overview on a timely but previously
hardly studied topic.

Chapter 1 focuses on agricultural pro-
duction in 1500-1620, and describes major
issues including tillage and enclosure, li-
vestock husbandry and manuring, as means
to avoid or mitigate “dearth”, that is shor-
tage in resource provision. During the same
period, a more conscious management ai-
ming at securing natural resources for pos-
terity is described for the use of woods in
chapter 2, centuries before the scientific
discipline of forestry emerged, or, for that
matter, an actual large-scale shortage of
wood. Chapter 3 introduces ideas of “im-
provement”, prevalent from the late sixte-
enth century through the mid-eighteenth
century, as issues of sustainability. In con-
trast to tillage, where the focus was largely
on the territory (enclosure), here the focus
was on management aiming at increasing
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rents. The “state” as a new concept emer-
ged in the sixteenth century, and it is the fo-
cus of chapter 4 (“Paths to Sustained
Growth, c. 1650-1760"), where sustainabi-
lity questions are discussed as a matter of
public institutions, culminating in the
science of cameralism in the mid-eighteenth
century. Debates revolved around feeding
the population and providing the economy
with resources, be it through domestic pro-
duction or import. Chapter 5 is something
of a discourse into assessing and measuring
the availability of —forest— resources from
the late seventeenth to the early nineteenth
century. Theories of circulation are the to-
pic of chapter 6, in which the focus turns
from political economic discourse and prac-
tice towards natural sciences and their in-
terest in understanding life-sustaining che-
mical processes and establishing this
knowledge in new scientific initiatives.
Chapter 7 returns to political economy, and
to the role of natural resources in those de-
bates in late eighteenth and early nineteenth
centuries. Here, Warde argues that political
economusts [did not] harbor [...] a fantasy of
no limats. Rather, the idea of the limit was not
seen as very relevant to the issues that did
preoccupy them (p.266). In the last chapter
(“History and Destiny”) early ideas of co-
llapse and scarcity are explored.

The book offers a formidable overview
on how ideas of what is currently subsumed
under the term sustainability shaped major
scholarly discourses in past centuries. It
provides counter narratives, e.g. against
overly simplistic concepts of “sustainable”
resource use in preindustrial times, against
the negligence of scarcity problems and

260

against assumptions that resource conflicts
emerged only in the course of the industrial
revolution. By its broad perspective, en-
compassing discourses on political, econo-
mic, and biological questions, the book
serves as a role model on how sustainability
questions should be framed, touching upon
all three pillars of sustainable development.
The chapters on wood are particularly bri-
lliant, synthesizing much of the previous
extensive work by the author (e.g., Warde
20006, 2007).

Two major conclusions of relevance to
current sustainability debates will be stres-
sed here, one made throughout the book,
the other in the conclusion. Firstly, Warde
describes how throughout much of the pe-
riod covered in his book, sustainability was
perceived as a problem of lacking labor,
diligence —virtue even— or technology, ra-
ther than a problem of resource scarcity or
overuse. Well into the nineteenth century,
nature appeared as an abundant source of
resources, and institutional and political
efforts towards sustainability almost exclu-
sively focused on tapping this potential. In
other words, until the fairly recent past,
the thought of scarcity or overuse of nature
was, in Europe, not part of mainstream
scientific discourses or political agendas.
This insight may be of explanatory value
for the current political and institutional
challenges of governing sustainability pro-
blems.

Secondly, Warde conceives of sustaina-
bility as something that is being made, or
“invented”, as the book title states, rather
than something that has to be, has ever
been, or can ever be discovered. This pers-
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pective, though seemingly in conflict with
the “environmental” nature of sustainabi-
lity introduced early on in the book, enables
Warde to highlight the different disciplinary
and topical approaches to the issue as
equally valid and relevant in response to
their particular spatio-temporal context.
Warde’s perception of sustainability thus
may inspire current sustainability debates
by calling for a “re-invention” of sustaina-
bility that addresses the historically unique
dimensions of global sustainability cha-
llenges today.

We now highlight two issues addressed
in the book which we hope will inspire fu-
ture research in environmental history.
Firstly, the geographical focus is, as the au-
thor states in the introduction, on Europe:
the book tells largely a European story, and
the narrative focuses on particular parts of
Europe: England and Germany, moving la-
ter during the eighteenth century to Sco-
tland and France (p.12). Warde indeed ci-
tes authors from even larger parts of
Europe. While this provides relevant in-
sights as such, it opens questions regar-
ding the generalizability of the findings to
other parts of the world. How do the Eu-
ropean ideas presented compare to those in
other world regions? In particular, this re-
fers to the Global South, where an exten-
sive and influential body of literature —be-
yond Carolyn Merchant— demonstrates the
existence of debates and collective practices
on the conservation of nature. For example,
in the influential book Memoria biocultural,
Toledo and Bassols (2008) elaborate prein-
dustrial sustainability discourses and prac-
tices. Comparative analyses of historical

Historia Agraria, 81+ Agosto 2020 * pp. 259-297

sustainability discourses in Europe and
other world regions appear as fruitful future
research topics.

Secondly, as material environmental
historians, we observe that Warde clearly
chooses a discursive focus on historical sus-
tainability challenges, though he does not
entirely neglect their biophysical dimen-
sions, e.g. stressing that these things do mat-
ter (p. 59). Given the author’s extensive ex-
perience in quantifying historical resource
use (e.g., Warde 2019), it is somewhat sur-
prising that he resisted the opportunity to
connect the intellectual birth of the idea of
sustainability with existing empirical
biophysical evidence. Instead, by providing
a comprehensive overview on European
scholarly debates relevant to sustainability
challenges, the book offers substantial ma-
terial for future work linking discursive and
material perspectives on the historical
emergence of and shifts between specific
sustainability challenges. For example, fu-
ture environmental history could inquire if,
and to what extent, the lack of labor or the
lack of land discussed in expert literature
corresponded —or not— to actual material
sustainability challenges in particular pe-
riods and places.

Overall, we find that the book offers a
great overview on the history of the idea of
sustainability. It is an important read not
only for environmental historians, but also
for historians of science and all scholars in-
terested in the historical emergence of a cu-
rrently seemingly ubiquitous concept. As
we laid out, the book not only brings toge-
ther in a highly skilled manner a broad
array of otherwise rather disjointed debates,
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contributing to sustainability thinking over
a period of 400 years. In addition, and per-
haps even more importantly, we believe
that the book will inspire —not only— envi-
ronmental history in the years to come,
both by offering a solid reference on a pre-
viously under-researched topic, and by ope-
ning new grounds to build future research
on. We highly recommend the read and
look forward to using it in future research
and teaching.

Simone Gingrich
orcid.org/0000-0001-7891-8688
Universitét fiir Bodenkultur Wien

Juan Infante Amate
orcid.org/0000-0003-1446-7181
Universidad Pablo de Olavide
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Jesus Fernandez Fernandez and Margarita Fernandez Mier (Eds.)
The Archaeology of Medieval Villages Currently Inhabited in

Europe

Oxford, Archaeopress Archaeology, 2019, vii1 + 119 pp.

his short book contains some of

the papers given at a conference

held in Oxford in 2016. The mee-
ting was an initiative of the ELCOS project,
and one of the editors, Professor Fernandez
Mier, is the principal investigator for the
project. The book consists of five papers
(illustrated in colour) with a brief intro-
duction and conclusion. The theme of the
conference, repeated a number of times by
different contributors, is that archaeological
research into medieval rural settlements
began with the study of abandoned village
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sites, and that the time has come for inves-
tigation of places that survived, and are the-
refore still inhabited. A small minority of
medieval settlements were deserted, and
only study of existing places will reveal the
characteristics of settlements as a whole.
Deserted sites represent failures, and we
risk distorting our interpretations by focus-
sing on them. We ought to be defining the
roots of resilience and explaining what fac-
tors contributed to the survival of villages.

The authors of the papers explore the
theme in five European countries, giving an
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overview of the whole subject, but often fo-
cussing on particular sites which have been
well investigated. Lewis writes about a tech-
nique for sampling dating evidence (pot-
tery) in English villages, by means of dig-
ging small test pits in gardens and open
spaces. She presents an extended study of
the village of Pirton in Hertfordshire, which
from the evidence of more than a hundred
test pits emerged in 850-1200, expanded in
the next two centuries, and then shrank in
size. Peytremann provides a comprehensive
survey of research in France over recent de-
cades, giving particular attention to the
contribution of “preventive” excavations,
that is work carried out in advance of the
destruction of a site by modern develop-
ment for housing or road building. There is
more about methods and approaches to
research than actual results, but she does
examine Fossier’s argument that the
French village began c. 1000, and finds a
much extended chronology of village de-
velopment, stretching from the Neolithic to
the present day. A team from the Nether-
lands are discussing the “preventive” exca-
vations which have led to “Malta driven re-
search” or a surge in information gathering
which they call the “Valletta harvest”. These
are references to the Valletta treaty of 1992
which established the principle in Europe
that developers should pay for the costs of
excavation. They present an overview of
data from many sites, but also show that
particular villages such as Warnsfeld in
Guelders have been the subject of focussed
academic research with many small-scale
archaeological interventions. Researchers
are pursuing general factors in village for-
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mation, such as manorialisation. Oye, pre-
senting research in Norway, is troubled by
the focus in his country’s research tradition
on the farm rather than the village, and he
agonises over the appropriateness of appl-
ying the term “village” to the “agglomera-
tions of farms” which he studies in a district
of western Norway. He seeks to explain the
settlement pattern in terms of social power
and the exploitation of resources, and sees
parallels in these factors in other parts of
Europe. The essay on Spain has been con-
tributed by the two editors of the book,
drawing on their research in upland dis-
tricts at Vigafia in the Cantabrian moun-
tains, and Villanueva in Asturias. They have
carried out a number of small-scale exca-
vations, demonstrating the multi-period
character of occupation, in which prehis-
toric and medieval sites coincide. Their re-
search extends into the fields and is con-
cerned with the villages’ methods of using
local resources. They make much use of en-
vironmental evidence. They seek to connect
their academic work with the local com-
munity, and in this respect their work has
some similarities with Lewis’s involvement
with local inhabitants in her work in villa-
ges in eastern England.

Chris Wickham provides a useful con-
clusion in which he advises against defining
villages in terms of a cluster of houses, but
instead the village should be seen as a te-
rritory that provided resources for its inha-
bitants. He notes the capacity of these set-
tlements to change, which invalidates too
much reliance on modern maps as evi-
dence for earlier forms of settlement. He is
impressed by the villages presented in the
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book which are sited on or near prehistoric
monuments, but wonders if that tells us
about continuities, as they could be cases of
coincidence. Perhaps medieval people were
attracted to settle near prehistoric religious
sites which excited their curiosity. He picks
up the point made by some contributors
that the church provided a focus for settle-
ment and served as an anchor that helped
to fix the village in the landscape in subse-
quent centuries.

While it is very understandable for re-
searchers to embark on new projects to
claim novelty for their methods, and to
promise fresh insights from developing a
neglected branch of learning, it is only right
to remind ourselves of the value of research
on abandoned settlements. When work be-
gan on deserted villages in the 1950s and
1960s the research questions that justified
the excavations were basic and unsophisti-
cated. The pioneers wished to demonstrate
that “lost” villages had once existed and
their remains could be identified. That was
relatively easily accomplished. They aimed
to learn more about the desertion process:
why was a village abandoned, and how was
it removed? Archaeology was not the best
way of addressing those questions, and they
still remain only partly resolved. The third
research priority was to investigate the ma-
terial culture —as we would now call it— of
the peasantry, finding out more about hou-
ses, possessions, the rural economy and so
on. Houses were certainly revealed and stu-
died, but the wider questions still need
more research, and in subsequent decades
more evidence is being investigated using
scientific techniques, for example by analy-
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sing environmental material such as hu-
man and animal bones, and plant remains.
While the investigation of peasant life was
progressing slowly, the burning research
question through the 1970s and beyond
related to village origins, which meant that
research focussed on early periods, in
which archaeological evidence was not al-
ways abundant. These avenues of enquiry
took into account such matters as settle-
ment planning, which was supposed to re-
veal the role of lords and the state in the
creation of villages. It also became a goal to
understand more about regional differen-
ces, as it was necessary to explain why in
one area villages were created, often in a re-
gular and orderly fashion, while elsewhere
people lived in straggling and undisciplined
hamlets and farmsteads.

All of these developments emerged from
the investigation of deserted settlements,
and with good reason. A village abandoned
in ¢. 1450 presents opportunities for rese-
arch. Here the settlement’s plan has been
preserved for us to photograph, survey and
analyse. Of course the abandoned skeleton
of the village represented the last phase,
and its plan might have changed radically in
previous centuries —but that can be disco-
vered by excavation or geophysical survey.
The settlement has not been covered by
centuries of modern buildings and altera-
tions which obscure the medieval past.
Large scale open excavation of parts of a
deserted village can lay bare the founda-
tions of buildings, and ranges of pottery, ar-
tefacts and environmental samples are re-
coverable. The ambitious archaeologist can
gain a full view of the peasants’ living and
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working space. Much of the work in mo-
dern inhabited settlements resembles key-
hole surgery, in which a complete house,
farmyard, or smith’s workshop will rarely
be visible. More advanced questions about
the sociology, mentality and technology
will be addressed with difficulty if the evi-
dence is confined to the fragments of data
derived from small-scale work in surviving
settlements.

It is also alleged that deserted settle-
ments are giving us a false picture of set-
tlement forms and material culture because
they represent failure. This is very difficult
to prove. Archaeological work on the final
phase of a deserted village have problems in
identifying signs of decline; indeed, the last
stage of occupation often seems to show a
better quality of buildings and signs of
prosperity. Of course we know that some
places were closed down by their lords, or
fell victim in times of war, so that they ex-
perienced no slow decline, and may not
have suffered from inherent weaknesses.

This book offers an overview of new
trends in settlement archaeology. It would
be more fully convincing if some authors
were less preoccupied with the bureaucra-
tic processes of “preventive” archaeology,
and if they could convince us that work on
inhabited settlements could answer impor-
tant and well-defined research questions.
Archaeological theory is now so ambitious
and comprehensive that every change in
the past can be seen to have multiple ex-
planations and implications, leaving the re-
ader without clear guidelines for unders-
tanding the subject. Fossier’s statement that
villages began ¢.1000, in a particular set of
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social, economic and environmental cir-
cumstances, receives sharp criticism here,
yet he provided a bold and useful point of
reference which clarified our thinking.

Wickham ends his conclusion with the
point that we do not need to choose bet-
ween research into deserted and surviving
medieval villages. Investigations of all types
of settlement, regardless of whether they
are now occupied by modern houses,
should be welcomed because they have the
potential to extend our knowledge of the
subject and answer the many questions
about the medieval rural past.

Christopher Dyer

University of Leicester
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Giacomo Bonan

The State in the Forest: Contested Commons in the Nineteenth

Century Venetian Alps

Winwick, The White Horse Press, 2019, 229 pp.

his book addresses the interven-

tion of the State and the conflict

that occurred around common fo-
rests in the Cadore region, located in the
Venetian Alps, on the border between pre-
sent-day Italy, Austria and Germany, du-
ring the first six decades of the nineteenth
century. The area is interesting because it
had an enormous natural wealth (especially
in forestry) and was traditionally one of
the natural routes between central Europe
and the Mediterranean. On the other hand,
the period chosen for the study is espe-
cially eventful. The first decades of the ni-
neteenth century witnessed the final ero-
Old Regime and the
consolidation of a liberal society in many

sion of the

parts of Europe. Those changes intersected
in the Cadore region with the succession of
three different administrative regimes: the
final disappearance of the Venetian Repu-
blic by the Napoleonic conquest in 1797
and the establishment of a French rule in
the area; the annexation of Cadore to Aus-
tria with the Restoration that emerged from
the Congress of Vienna in 1815; and, fi-
nally, the ascription of those territories to
ITtaly with the unification of that country in
1866. In this geographical and chronologi-
cal context, the author places a historical
study of great interest, which explores the
relationship between administrative mo-
dernization inherent to the consolidation of
liberalism and its effects on the use of na-
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tural resources.

During the whole period, wood main-
tained an enormous importance as a raw
material for the construction of ships —es-
sential for naval power and long-distance
trade— as well as providing materials and
energy to the local population. This makes
the timber trade an especially interesting
subject to combine the study of local
problems with aspects of much wider spec-
trum. In this context, the book’s perspec-
tive is at the intersection between environ-
mental history and the history of
institutions, and it combines analysis of the
political and legislative changes that affec-
ted the region with analysis of the abundant
conflicts that arose with the attempts to
apply the new rules. The book is divided
into five chapters that are roughly organi-
zed in chronological order. Each chapter
introduces complementary aspects of the
complex puzzle that constitutes the rela-
tionships between institutional change, use
of natural resources and conflict. An added
value to the work is the introduction in the
text of personal stories of some individuals
who played important roles in the conflicts.

The prologue (Chapter 1) dates back to
the period in which the region was under
the power of the Republic of Venice (1420)
and begins with a detailed description of
the local institutions that managed the use
of the abundant common forests. It was a
pyramidal organization that had its base in
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local assemblies (regole), which were later
grouped into a higher level of representati-
ves (centenert), who elected the General
Council as the highest board of the com-
munity. This traditional structure that ma-
naged the use of resources on the ground
had to overlap the legislation that emerged
from the power of Venice, whose merchants
were especially interested in disposing of
the area’s timber resources for the cons-
truction and maintenance of their ships.
In this context, there were constant ten-
sions between different local interests and
those of the commercial elite of the Repu-
blic. These tensions led to the differentia-
tion between two types of commons (beni
comunali and beni comuni) depending on
the greater or lesser rights granted to the
Republic on the one hand and to the local
communities on the other. This traditional
structure collapsed at the beginning of the
nineteenth century, with the administra-
tive reform launched after the French con-
quest of the territory. According to the Na-
Code,
considered the only legal entities at the lo-
cal level and, therefore, communities were
not recognized as subjects of the law. The

poleonic municipalities were

approval in 1811 of a new forestry law that
sought to impose scientific management
on forests triggered the conflicts that would
occur in the area in the following decades.

Chapter 2 draws an overview of some
socio-economic variables of the region bet-
ween approximately 1810 and 1870. In ge-
neral terms, it can be said that the dyna-
mics of the region responded to a typical
model of European mountain economies,
which despite having very little arable land
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had high population growth rates suppor-
ted by the development of complex econo-
mies. The exploitation of natural resources
(forests, pastures, water), temporary im-
migration networks, and varied commercial
traffic (which also involved livestock trans-
humance) granted the communities access
to other resources that could not be obtai-
ned in the local area. Perhaps the most dis-
tinctive issue in the Cadore region was the
enormous importance that the timber in-
dustry had in that economic framework. In
fact, the felling of the forests, the first trans-
formation in local sawmills, and the trans-
port by water courses to the centers of con-
sumption, composed a good part of the
economic activity of the area.

Chapter 3 explains some of the disagre-
ements that took place surrounding the
specific forms of exploiting resources as ad-
ministrative modernization was put in
place. For instance, it analyzes the different
understandings of the appropriate time to
cut down trees, which in traditional forestry
was based on the phases of the moon, so-
mething not recognized by the new scien-
tific exploitation of forests. It also explains
the differences between traditional and new
official accounting methods, and the op-
portunities that provided local managers
to conceal capital from the forest adminis-
tration. Another example is the different
importance granted by locals and forest ad-
ministration to goats, which had traditio-
nally played an essential role in the repro-
duction of domestic economies (“the cow
of the poor”). The new forms of manage-
ment wanted to reduce their use because
they were considered harmful for the forest.
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These examples all together allow us to cle-
arly perceive different conceptions of fo-
rest management, and also allow the author
to make arguments about sustainability as
a relative concept in historical perspective.

The rest of the book (chapters 4 and 5)
focuses on the conflict that surrounded the
Austrian authorities’ attempts to privatize
the commons once the territory came un-
der its jurisdiction after the Napoleonic de-
feat. As in other parts of Europe, legislation
referring to the privatization of the com-
mons had a complicated consolidation. In
the case at hand, it was not until 1839 that
a privatization law was passed that fully af-
fected Cadore. This law granted full ow-
nership of the commons to the municipal
administration (eliminating the traditional
distinctions between beni comuni and beni
comunali) and forced the indebted munici-
palities to sell their commons. It also allo-
wed the privatization of those commons by
a possible buyer by municipal agreement.
According to the author, the approval of this
law was combined with two other processes
that complicated its application. On the one
hand, since the beginning of the century the
changes in the composition of municipal
power (once the community ceased to be
recognized as a subject of the law) had gi-
ven a growing prominence to the popular
classes in mountain areas. On the other,
the expenses of the municipalities had
grown substantially due to the cost of the
road that crossed the territory from north to
south, which was built beginning in 1819.

The combination of these elements eli-
cited protests in several villages of Cadore,
which called for the distribution of the
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commons among the members of the com-
munities, basing their claims on the tradi-
tional forms of management under the re-
gole. These protests involved popular
revolts, military interventions and arrests.
They coincided with the approval of the
aforementioned law (1840), the revolutio-
nary process that took place in Europe (and
especially Milan and Vienna) in 1848, and
the Unification process that would inte-
grate the Veneto (including the Cadore re-
gion) into the Kingdom of Italy.

In addition to violent outbursts, there
were many illegal uses of the forest because
of a lack of recognition of the new rules.
The collusion of local forest guards as well
as some members of the clergy with the of-
fenders made the phenomenon endemic.
In the municipality of Sappada, a young
man (son of a timber merchant and ne-
phew of the parish priest) impersonated
the prophet of a new religion and defended
the distribution of common forests among
residents. Although tensions of one kind or
another abounded, there were hardly any
effective changes in property rights in Ca-
dore during the entire period considered.
The conflicts give the author an opportu-
nity to reflect on the nature of the protests,
which he places in an ambiguous territory
between traditionalism and revolution,
both in the 1848 episodes and in the Uni-
fication process. The adscription of the Ca-
dore region to the Kingdom of Italy did not
end with the forest conflicts. The end of the
“wooden age” and the development of the
railway network in the late nineteenth cen-
tury reframed the question, but this could
be object of a new future research.
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To sum up, Bonan’s book is an interes-
ting study that provides valuable historical
information on political and institutional
change and its effects both on society and
on its relations with the environment. It is
missing, perhaps, a greater support in the li-
terature on the commons, which has been
lately very prolific. The use of this historio-
graphy would have given a useful theoreti-
cal support to the case analyzed. The com-
parison with similar cases from other
mountain areas in Europe would also have
been useful, as many aspects described in

the book have strong similarities with other
cases shown in the Spanish common fo-
rests, for example. These questions do not
tarnish the value of a very interesting book,
very well documented and written which,
through a case study, addresses some key
issues to better understand the complex
processes of historical change.

Ifaki Iriarte Goni
orcid.org/0000-0001-8904-6168

Universidad de Zaragoza

Rosa Congost, Jorge Gelman and Rui Santos (Eds.)
Property Rights in Land: Issues in Social, Economic and Global

History
New York, Routledge, 2017, 212 pp.

he dual relationship between pro-

perty rights and economic deve-

lopment is one of those big topics
that are well suited for coming up with
stylized models and grand narratives. Un-
fortunately, many of those attempts lack the
detailed historical knowledge necessary to
ground those theories on the empirical re-
ality of past societies. This book, edited by
Rosa Congost, Jorge Gelman and Rui San-
tos, constitutes a welcome contribution
that challenges and qualifies some of the as-
sumptions contained in those general ac-
counts of how modern economic growth
came to be, especially regarding the dis-
tinction between “good” and “bad” insti-
tutions. In particular, instead of only focu-
sing on rules, norms and beliefs —as well as
on the agency of state and elite organisa-
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tions—, the articles contained in this collec-
tion frame their discussions around the so-
cial structures —and actual social practi-
ces— that surrounded those -more formal-
institutions that governed property rights in
land. By doing so, they stress the comple-
xity of the dynamics between institutions
and the social relations surrounding them.
In addition, the wide regional and tempo-
ral coverage of the nine articles gathered in
this volume successfully portraits the di-
versity of the historical arrangements
around these issues.

The first chapter, “Migration and ac-
commodation of property rights in the Por-
tuguese Eastern Empire, sixteenth-ninete-
enth centuries”, by José Vicente Serrdo and
Eugénia Rodrigues, looks at the interaction
between the Portuguese colonial state and
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their subjects (both settlers and aborigi-
nal) in India, Ceylon and Mozambique
between the sixteenth and the nineteenth
centuries. The implementation of land po-
licies and the redefinition of the institutio-
nal framework constituted an ongoing le-
arning process that varied across time and
space, thus stressing the individual and co-
llective role of the different players involved.
Although initially attempting to impose a
universal arrangement regarding property
rights, the different local contexts and the
subsequent adaptive evolution resulted in
very different outcomes, including the in-
corporation of native elements into the ins-
titutional reconfiguration.

The long-term evolution of property
rights in Scandinavia is the subject of the
second essay. In “Alternative uses of land
and re-negotiation of property rights: Scan-
dinavian examples, 1750-2000”, Mats Mo-
rell clearly shows how changes in land use
and the underlying balance of power con-
tinuously shaped the institutional arrange-
ments and their implementation from the
end of the eighteenth century to the post-
industrial society existing today. The com-
patibility of different kinds of property and
use rights and how land is actually used
creates conflicts, externalities and solutions
in a path-dependent way. In this regard, this
co-evolution was not necessarily linear and
was fundamentally delineated by what past
institutional forms allowed for.

The third chapter, “Innovation in pro-
perty rights and economic development in
Lombardy, eighteenth-twentieth centu-
ries”, by Andrea Locatelli and Paolo Te-
deschi, shifts the focus to Italy to provide
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evidence of how changes in property rights
in the late eighteenth and early nineteenth
century were conducive to economic
growth. Interestingly, this example con-
forms to the conventional narrative depic-
ted by new institutional economics, but se-
ems to be contingent on the local context:
an agrarian system that coexisted in Lom-
bardy with a dynamic urban economy.
Crucially, the existing cultural values
stemming from the late medieval period
legitimized social behavior based on self-re-
alisation and thus helped these transfor-
mations. The authors indeed argue that the
same reforms failed in Southern Italy due
to its different socio-economic context.

The next chapter, “The shift to ‘mo-
dern’ and its consequences: Changes in
property right and land wealth inequality in
Buenos Aires, 1839-1914”, by Julio Djen-
deredjian and Daniel Santilli, turns the re-
lationship between property rights and eco-
nomic development upside down. Studying
the province of Buenos Aires in Argentine
during the nineteenth and early-twentieth
century, the authors show how changes in
land values, arising from a strong economic
growth, pushed the landed elites to secure
their ownership rights, thus resulting in
growing inequalities. They use the neigh-
bouring province of Santa Fe to stress how
these developments were heavily context-
dependent. Although the institutional fra-
mework and the administrative tools were
the same in both provinces, critical diffe-
rences between both regions produced very
different results.

Similarly, in “Taming the platypus:
Adaptions of the colonia tenancy contract
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to a changing context in nineteenth century
Madeira”, Benedita Camara and Rui San-
tos also stress the importance of the existing
socio-economic environment on shaping
how property rights evolved despite the es-
tablishment of new formal rules. The diffe-
rent players, constrained by their respective
bargaining power, both adapted to and in-
fluenced the new institutional regime so as
to secure the reproducibility of the system
and their own interests. This essay also
shows how the system resilience resulted
from an adaptive process that was highly
dependent on initial conditions.

The sixth essay, “Demithologizing and
de-idealizing the commons: Ostrom’s eight
design principles and the irrigation institu-
tions in eastern Spain”, by Samuel Ga-
rrido, addresses how land and water pro-
perty rights were connected within
irrigation communities. In doing so, the
author qualifies the interpretative frame-
work provided by Elinor Ostrom for desig-
ning institutions governing the commons.
Relying on rich empirical evidence, the ar-
ticle shows that, although these institutions
did not always conform to the model de-
picted by Ostrom, they nonetheless effecti-
vely managed the commons. The essay also
stresses the need to not over-idealise the
commons because they were compatible
with exclusionary practices and high levels
of social inequality.

Framed within the land reform promo-
ted by the Spanish Second Republic in
1931-34, the article “Hopes of recovery:
Struggles over the right to common lands
in the Spanish countryside, 1931-1936”, by
Ifaki Iriarte and José Miguel Lana, analy-
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ses how local councils and workers’ asso-
ciations reacted to the possibility of reco-
vering the commons that had been privati-
zed in the course of the liberal reforms of
the nineteenth and early-twentieth century.
Relying on a large body of complaints filed
by Spanish villages, the authors shed light
on long-term disputes around the use of
collective resources and the underlying so-
cial conflict regarding access to land. The
article powerfully stresses that the local
agents did not only respond to material in-
terests but also to the perception of illegi-
timacy and abuse.

Similarly, in “Hurdles to reunification:
Cultural memories and control over pro-
perty on post-socialist rural East Ger-
many”, Joyce Bromley and Axel Wolz also
bring to the front the importance of the cul-
tural memory of expropriation and appro-
priation. In this regard, the German reuni-
fication policies in the 1990s had to take
into account the competing claims made by
different interest groups which were very
much based on collective narratives of co-
operation and conflict. The resulting agra-
rian structure therefore was very different
from what the initial policies have initially
envisioned.

In the last essay, “Property rights in
land: Institutions, social appropriations and
socio-economic outcomes”, the editors dis-
cuss how the different pieces of this collec-
tion fit into their theoretical framework. In
accordance to the spirit of the whole vo-
lume, Rosa Congost, Jorge Gelman and
Rui Santos highlight that institutional
arrangements do not live in a vacuum but
are fundamentally shaped by the context in
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which they operate. They are seen as social
constructions that reflect the interactions
and power relations between the different
actors, both at the local, regional, national
and international level, as well as by pro-
cesses of path dependence. Overall, this
volume not only provides much needed
empirical evidence on how property rights

evolved in their particular historical con-
texts but will also serve future scholars as a
useful source of inspiration.

Francisco J. Beltran Tapia
orcid.org/0000-0002-7354-5699
Norwegian University of Science

and Technology

Alessandro Carassale, Claudio Littardi and Irma Naso (Ed.)
Fichi: Storia, economia, tradizioni / Figs: History, Economy,

Traditions
Ventimiglia, Philobiblion, 2016, 382 pp.

n 1996, one of today’s most important

Italian songwriters, Francesco Guc-

cini, published an old song of his for
the first time (D’amore, di morte e di altre
sciocchezze, EMI), written in 1976 and ti-
tled I fichi (“figs™). It is a cabaret song, a
genre which Guccini has mastered, and it
is an adaption of a song by another well-
known songwriter, Ivan Della Mea, titled 1
crautt (“Sauerkraut”), itself a humorous
ironic song, about a humble and popular
product. The song I fichi, also about a
cheap and popular fruit, starts like this: 1
don’t understand people | that don’t like figs
| even the ancients said / yes to figs and no
to cream puffs. Later, it continues: Figs are
good for vision | birds eat plenty of them /
and... almost none has glasses, | but this is
a little secret, demonstrating that even in
1976 people ascribed beneficial and thera-
peutic qualities to figs. This belief was dis-
cussed at length in medieval medical-die-
tetics literature, as shown by the essay by
Irma Naso in this book (“'Ficus ceteris
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fructibus laudabilior est...". Un frutto spe-
ciale nella letteratura medico-dietetica del
tardo medioevo”, pp. 169-84). As birds
knew well and kept secret , the consump-
tion of figs can even heal and preserve vi-
sion.

This is a small, but meaningful anecdote
that attests to figs’ relevance. It proves that
even today, stories about figs can elaborate
and convey ancient and culturally profound
motifs. The book edited by Alessandro Ca-
rassale, Claudio Littardi and Irma Naso
deals with these traditions, together with
the history and economy of figs. It includes
18 essays and four interventions that
resulted from a roundtable held at a con-
ference that took place in Sanremo (Bor-
dighera) on 22-23 May 2015. That confe-
rence, like the book, was divided into four
sections: production and conservation;
markets and consumption; literary, artistic
and linguistic testimonies; and botanical
and genetical diversity in the Mediterra-
nean region.
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