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In the early nineteenth century, most rural areas in Western Europe displayed an economy based on agriculture and a demographic regime in which birth rates clearly exceeded death rates. By the end of the twentieth century, when Kuznetsian structural change was nearly completed in all of the countries belonging to the region, agriculture had ceased to be the main sector in the rural economy, and population ageing was leading to negative rates of natural variation in many areas. This paper focuses on the long-run transformations of rural economies during industrialisation. Eight rural, mountainous regions from four different countries (Switzerland, France, Italy and Spain) have been selected.

Section I shows the evolution of historiography about mountain economies during the early modern period, from Braudel to Pollard’s recent, general revision. The aim here is to capture these economies’ main features by the start of industrialisation. Section II deals with the transformation path that became available to peasant farms during industrialisation. The expansion of urban markets for agrarian commodities and the decrease in transport costs allowed for a trend towards specialization, but some patterns in labour organization, gender disparities and settlement forms remained unchanged. Only the process of rural economic diversification could induce change in those patterns. Section III shows the chronology of the process and discusses its links with European industrialisation. The two mechanisms of change were: (a) urban-rural capital flows that promoted new industrial and service activities in the mountains, and thus increased the role of labour markets and favoured some urbanization of the countryside (this is the subject of section IV); and (b) rural-urban labour flows that were mainly composed of farmers and thus exerted a considerable impact on the occupational structure of mountain economies. Section V deals with this impact and with the social costs of the long-run rural transformation.

Conclusions lead to two different clusters of implications. The first one, dealing with the historiography of European industrialisation, argues that: (a) the economic pressures exerted by industrialisation on rural mountain economies were quite similar across Western Europe, comprising backwash and spread effects; and (b) economic backwardness influenced not only the chronology of rural transformation in a given country but also the particular combination of mechanisms leading to that transformation and the social costs of such an outcome. More specifically, economic transformation took place in the Mediterranean mountains later than in the Alps and entailed higher social costs because farm migration partially substituted for modern economic growth as an engine of change. During the second half of the twentieth century, the remarkable rural-urban gap in welfare (partly, a consequence of economic backwardness) led to depopulation in the Mediterranean mountains, as well as to a disappointing process of non-Kuznetsian structural change. The Alpine path to economic modernity started however in the nineteenth century, when rural-urban gaps were not so acute, and did not imply major demographic crises. From this perspective, it is held that Gerschenkron could have been right when he suggested that the social costs of late industrialisations were usually high.

On the other hand, these different paths to modernity mean different prospects for rural development today. The second cluster of implications has to do with the set of policies implemented by the European Economic Community / European Union as a response to the effects of industrialisation on rural economies. It is held that European policies were based on a biased, ahistorical understanding of these effects. Of course, industrialisation led to the marginalization of mountain regions, but the EU policies excessively assumed that marginalization meant absence of structural change. As late as in 1975, a time when agriculture was no longer the main element in mountain economies, the newly-created EEC mountain policy just focused on granting compensatory payments to farmers. Later emphasis on the promotion of non-agrarian activities was based on similar assumptions about the effects of industrialisation on mountain economies. But, beyond their remarkable historical differences, both the Alps and the Mediterranean mountains have become diversified economies. Therefore, a considerable gap persists between the EU rethoric and practice on rural development and the economic reality of rural communities in Europe.
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