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Introduction


The traditional view that sharecropping was a cause of the low productivity in European agriculture prior to the Second World War has been challenged by economic historians in recent years. Therefore while sharecropping might produce a potential sub-optimal use of labour and capital, as Marshall argued, it is often argued today that the contact was efficient at reducing monitoring costs and allocating risk, especially when capital markets were weak for working capital. Thus rather than a causality which runs from sharecropping to low productivity and poverty, most economic historians today argue that it runs in the opposite direction.


Yet the presence of sharecropping still requires to be explained. If it was a relatively efficient contract, why was it not found more often? European agriculture was highly diverse, but the presence of risk (widely fluctuating yields and prices), low level of human capital, poverty, monitoring costs and the need for work incentives were widespread. Under what conditions can it be said that sharecropping was likely to be the preferred form of tenure, and under what conditions was it likely to be absent? 


In this paper we try to identify when sharecropping was preferred to the use of wage labour. To simplify our task we concentrate on the vine and two products: beverage and fine wines. The vine was widespread in Europe and, if sharecropping was found in some regions, it was almost totally absent in others. It has also figured extensively in the current debates on European sharecropping (Hoffman (1984), Epstein (1994), Cohen and Galassi (1990), Galassi (1992 and 2000), Carmona and Simpson (1999), Ackerberg and Botticini (2000 & 2002), Biagioli (2002).


The paper has five sections. The first provides a brief outline of the current debate on sharecropping in European agriculture and its presence in viticulture. This is followed by a discussion on the transformation of viticulture during the period, and how these changed the contractual needs of economic agents. We then attempt to understand its presence (and absence) in three regions of French viticulture.  First, in the old traditional areas of production in the Burgundy region; second with the new viticulture associated with the geographical relocation and technological change in grape production and wine making after 1870 (the Midi); and finally its presence in south-west France, an area which combined both polyculture and areas of fine wines (Bordeaux). 


We conclude that sharecropping contracts were highly adaptive to changes in factor and commodity markets, and that they appeared and disappeared with frequency over time, suggesting that there were few problems of institutional ‘lock-in’. However, the low entry costs in viticulture, in particular the small quantities of marginal land required to create a vineyard, implied that most growers could easily obtain their own vines. In this respect the ease of access to land was crucial in explaining its absence in much of Europe. 

Section 1. The debate on sharecropping in French agriculture.
The link between sharecropping and economic stagnation dates from the mid eighteenth century, as contemporaries tried to explain the divergent paths being taken by English and French agriculture. While perhaps the most prestigious agronomist of this century, Olivier de Serres defended the contract in terms of its efficiency,
 physiocrats such as Turgot or the Abbé Rozier criticised it in their comparison with the large farms in northern France and England that used rental contracts.
  Alfred Marshall’s criticism has perhaps been the most damaging, arguing that landlords would undersupply capital, and their tenants undersupply labour, because any additional output was divided between the two economic agents. 

Marshall’s conclusions have been challenged by institutional economists who claim that sharecropping reduces transaction costs in three major areas. First, sharecropping is considered useful for landowners when the quality of work is difficult to monitor, and the damage caused by negligence to capital assets (vines, olives, livestock, etc.) can be extensive. Second, sharecropping reduces the risks associated with specialising in cash crops such as the vine, although attempts to test this empirically have had only limited success.
  Finally, access to capital markets before the nineteenth century was usually limited to large landowners. Interlinked contracts- such as sharecropping – allowed tenants access to capital which otherwise would not be available. In all cases sharecropping provided the means of matching landlords (who in various degrees could provide land, farms assets, access to capital markets, supervisory and managerial skills) with tenants (who possessed underutilised labour and farming skills).

Yet how important was sharecropping in France? According to writers in the eighteenth and early nineteenth centuries it was widespread. Dupré de Saint-Maur and Turgot suggest it covered 4/7’s of farm land; Smith, 5/6’s, and Young, 7/8s.
. According to Dupré de Saint-Maur, the disappearance of metayage emphéothique (18 dic 1790) led to the decline in the use of the contract during the nineteenth century.
 By contrast, the official publications of the late nineteenth and twentieth centuries suggest that the contract was much less widespread. For example, the 1892 census, which distinguishes between direct cultivation, leasehold and sharecropping (métayage) shows that on all land in France, 52,7 % was directly cultivated (faire-valoir direct), 36,4 % leased (fermage) and 10,9 % sharecropped (métayage).  The official studies for 1929 and 1946 give similar figures for sharecropping, 10,4% and 10,9% respectively. 

If all these figures are to be believed, then sometime in the early or mid nineteenth century a massive conversion of land from sharecropping to some other form of cultivation took place. One possible turning point was the French Revolution although the literature, if somewhat contradictory, suggests events were probably favourable to the contract.
  This would necessarily postpone the period of change to the second quarter of the nineteenth century. No radical change in farm organisation is mentioned in the literature. 

In fact the statistics given above cannot be taken at face value. The eighteenth century figures are overestimated because feudal dues (such as champart), which were common in many parts of France and required the payment of a share of the harvest, were wrongly considered as sharecropping contracts.
 By contrast, government figures from the mid nineteenth century contain a number of important restrictions which tend to underestimate the importance of sharecropping.
 For example, that of 1892, which was one of the more complete because it linked contracts with crops, classifies all cash payments as rental contracts, even though these were sharecropping contracts on occasions. Another problem is that the 1929 census (as well as that of 1892) classified farms according to their principal crop. A mixed rental-sharecropping classification was not used in these surveys so, for example, this sometimes led to incorrect recording of small areas of viticulture in zones of polyculture.  Finally, sharecropping contracts were often oral, and the 1892 survey records all oral contracts as rental contracts. However, and in conclusion, although the information is limited, it seems clear that sharecropping was used much less frequently than writers such as Turgot or Young suggested for the eighteenth century, but the flexibility of sharecropping contracts implies that it was found more, perhaps significantly more, than the figures given in the government surveys from the late nineteenth century.  Where there does appear to be some agreement is that those areas where sharecropping was common in late eighteenth century coincide with the areas of greatest concentration in the late nineteenth century.


Contemporaries and historians have often linked sharecropping with viticulture, and one of the difficulties in assessing the extent of its use can be linked to the wide variety of sharecropping contracts found. In particular, a broad distinction can be made between two very different types of sharecropping, those used to plant and bring vines in to cultivation (complant), and those used for annual cultivation in the production of grapes. The specific details of the contract varied considerably, as the examples in Table 1 suggest. We can distinguish between the classical sharecropping contract on the one hand, where the landowner contributes the land, and the tenant the labour, to sophisticated labour contracts (prix-faiteurs), which cannot really be classified as sharecropping contracts, but which did resolve problems of moral hazard and monitoring for landowners. 

Table 1

Examples of some sharecropping and labour contracts found in French viticulture

	Contract name
	Description
	Regional location
	Objectives

	Complant
	Sharecropper creates a new vineyard on uncultivated land in a given time. Owner provides land, inputs and supervision. Indemnisation often provided if tenant does not continue to cultivate the mature vines.
	Various regions
	Establish new vineyards

	Vigneronnage à prix d’argent
	Part time, fixed labour contract to cultivate 2 hectares using family labour (with 4 annual payments). Annual but renewable, and inherited.
	Burgundy (fine wines)
	Supply of skilled labour and allows the owner to keep all the harvest, which is matured in his / her cellar. 

	Prix-faiteurs
	Worker carries out a set of fixed task on a given area of land.
	Bordeaux (fine wines)
	Supply of skilled labour. Worker usually also enjoys other sources of income (often has small vineyard)

	Vigneronnage (métayage)
	Sharecropper (2 hects. of vines & 2 hects. of pasture). Required to reside on farm, and prohibited from working in other activities. Sharecropper receives half of the wine produced by the owner.
	Beaujolais, Maconnais
	Supply of skilled labour. Wine made on the owner’s premises. Wine quality above average.

	Vigneronnage (colonat partiaire)
	Similar to Vigneronnage (métayage), but without the obligation of residing on the vineyard. Landowner provides inputs. Usually very small plots.
	widespread
	Supply of skilled labour. 

	Ramonetage
	Foreman. Responsible for work animals and feeding labourers. 
	Midi
	

	Régie
	Fixed salary and commissions. Supervises labourers and métayer (when owner absent). A technician, found on large estates.
	Midi, Burgundy, Beaujolais
	Foreman / manager


TABLE 2. VINES IN SHARECROPPING IN FRANCE.

	
	
	Vines in sharecroppping
	sharecropping ( in %)

	 
	 
	in 000' has
	% sharecroppers
	% vines in sharecropping
	% land in sharecropping

	Gers
	South West
	23,3
	9,7
	22,7
	27,0

	Gironde
	South West
	12,2
	11,8
	8,8
	16,9

	Lot et Garonne
	South West
	11,9
	17,6
	21,1
	29,2

	Saône-et-Loire
	Burgundy
	7
	12,9
	27,9
	15,2

	Aude
	Midi
	6,6
	6,8
	5,6
	17,0

	Rhone
	Burgundy
	6
	11,7
	18,7
	11,5

	Landes
	South West
	5,6
	39,5
	27,1
	50,9

	Garonne, Haute
	
	4,3
	12,0
	8,5
	21,5

	Tarn-et-Garonne
	South West
	4,3
	11,1
	17,7
	19,5

	Puy-de-Dôme
	
	3,6
	5,1
	8,1
	10,4

	Charente
	Cognac
	3,5
	14,8
	20,2
	32,7

	Indre
	Loire
	3,5
	9,8
	23,5
	29,1

	Tarn
	
	3,4
	20,4
	23,0
	28,8

	Loire-Inférieur
	Loire
	3,3
	12,9
	10,8
	10,1

	Dordogne
	South West
	3
	17,8
	13,8
	33,1

	
	
	
	
	
	

	TOTAL 15 DEPARTEMENTS
	101,5
	14,3
	17,2
	23,5

	
	
	
	
	
	

	TOTAL FRANCE
	 
	149
	6,2
	8,3
	10,9

	Source: Ministère de l'Agriculture, du Commerce et des Travaux Publiques (1897).
	


Note:  In 1892 figures give 83.7 % of vines as being worked by landowners, 8.0 % of vines leased (fermage) and 8.3 % found in sharecropping. 

Table 2 suggests that although sharecropping was found in many areas of viticulture, the greatest concentration was in South-West, a region where it was used even more frequently with other crops, and Burgundy, where it was less frequently found outside viticulture. Although sharecropping contracts were found in these regions over long periods, the nature of the contract often changed to meet new circumstances. Before we examine these changes, we need to consider briefly the transformation that took place in the wine economy itself.

Section 2. The economics of wine production.

The vine was highly regarded by contemporaries in the mid eighteenth and early nineteenth centuries at a time when growing population pressure led to falling land: labour ratios. Arthur Young, during his travels through France in the late 1780s, was especially impressed by its potential, as its cultivation depended ‘almost entirely on manual labour …demanding no other capital than the possession of the land and a pair of arms; no carts, no ploughs, no cattle’.
 According to his calculations, vines yielded an annual average of £9 per acre, compared to the £6 or £7 for the best land in England, which in addition required an expensive fallow.
  His estimates of an annual net return on capital of between 7 and 10 per cent were even higher if the wine could be stored six months after the vintage before its sale. The vine required no fallow, little manure, and adapted to all kinds of soils, including those ‘which produce nothing but useless thorns and briers’.
 In a similar vein, Henry Hobhouse has recently argued that the vine multiplies the ‘nett profits from the same area of land by between twenty and two hundred times’.
 In economies with high levels of underemployment, the vine provided extensive employment opportunities during ‘all seasons, to all ages and both sexes’.
 Therefore it is not surprising that, as the historian Le Roy Ladurie noted, the ‘classic response of Mediterranean agriculture to a rise in population’ was to ‘plant trees or vines on old or new assarts, thereby increasing the returns from agriculture by more intensive forms of land utilization’.

The problems associated with the use of wage labour in viticulture are those that Samuel Popkin has argued ‘go to the very heart of agricultural economics – the linkage of work quality and reward’.
 In the first instance there are the difficulties associated with measuring labour quality. Viticulture is highly specialized, and not only was output sensitive to the quality and timing of labour inputs, but the vine could be easily and permanently damaged if the pruning, ploughing, and hoeing operations were badly carried out.
 In the words of one writer in the early nineteenth century, ‘no crop suffers more from the omission or poor quality of work, requiring many years to recover from the abuses of a single year’.
 Close monitoring of wage labour in traditional viticulture - to reduce the risks of opportunistic behaviour of the workers – was costly, and was unprofitable for most landowners because the vast majority of beverage wines were of poor quality and sold cheaply.
 The difficulties in the supervision of work effort and the fact that there were few economies of scale in traditional viticulture implied that most vineyards were worked by their owners, and only in a few vineyards, such as those that produced fine sherries or claret, did landowners use wage labour. 

Although perhaps as a couple of hectares was sufficient to maintain a family, the widely fluctuating harvests implied that most growers needed additional incomes from outside viticulture to smooth consumption.
 Another factor which discouraged specialisation was the high costs of transportation, especially when vineyards were some distance from navigable rivers or ports. Therefore the 1.6 million vine growers that were reportedly present in France in 1868 included many who worked only very small plots and sold little, or none of their wine. 

Wine production was transformed from the mid nineteenth century by a number of exogenous changes. First, the railways helped to integrate national wine markets, leading to a significant increase in regional specialisation within producer countries. Another major change was the appearance of the vine disease phylloxera, which in time would destroy virtually of Europe’s vines, and require growers to replant with disease resistant American root stock. The area of vines in France peaked in 1874 at 2.5 million hectares, and then proceeded to decline to 1.5 million in 1913, before it stabilised until the early 1950s.
 As Table 3 shows, output remained more stable, as growers introduced new high yielding grape varieties after 1875 (although quality often declined). The shortages brought about by phylloxera led to high prices and prosperity, especially for those in France’s Midi. Finally, phylloxera required virtually all landowners to make a number of production decisions which they might not have made, including whether to replant or abandon viticulture; how the replanting was going to be carried out (using machinery or by hand); and by whom, the use of family labour, wage labour or sharecropping. 

TABLE 3

Area and production of wine in France

	
	Area of vines     000s hectares
	Millions of hectolitres
	Hectolitres per hectare

	1786-8
	1,576
	27,176
	17.2

	1823-41
	1,985
	38,279
	19.5

	1862
	2,321
	48,630
	21.0

	1890s
	1,763
	36,214
	20.5

	1930s
	1,531
	58,759
	38.4

	1950s
	1,353
	52,935
	39.1


Source: Lachiver (1988, pp.616-19)

Economic growth and the greater integration of factor markets changed the negotiating position of landowners and labourers in the vineyards. In particular, the growth in real wages during the second half of the nineteenth century led to labour scarcity and the ‘disappearance’ of the labourers in French agriculture. Therefore, if the domestic wine shortages caused by phylloxera benefited growers (at least those still in production), from the late 1880s the balance of power had shifted significantly because of falling wine prices as domestic wine output recovered, and the growth in labour costs and militancy (Figure 1).

FIGURE 1.  RELATIVE WINE/WAGE PRICES, 1849-1938
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SOURCES: wages: Bayet, A. (1997);  wine prices: Annuaire Statistique (vol. 1933, pp.62-3) and Pech (1975, pp. 511-3). 

The late nineteenth century saw considerable technological and organisational changes in some wine regions. Biotechnological advances allowed growers to increase grape yields (although at the expense of quality), and vineyards were reorganized to cut labour inputs and reduce monitoring costs, thereby encouraging the use of wage labour. Technological change in wine making and transportation also increased the potential economies of scale in production and marketing. By 1900 the new vineyards in the Midi were described as large scale industrial organisations, although labour continued to represent about half total costs. However, if market and production changes shifted power along the commodity chain towards the larger grower and merchants, the growing political voice of small producers after 1900 led to the state implementing legislation for the creation of regional appellations, and financial help to form co-operatives, allowing small growers to capture the economies of scale associated with wine production and marketing. The result was that the number of growers in all France in 1950 was identical to those of 1868 (1.68 million), implying that the averaged holding had declined in size by two-fifths. We shall now look at the nature of sharecropping in three very different regions: Burgundy, the south-west and Bordeaux, and the Midi.

Section 3. Burgundy. 


Burgundy, in eastern France is a collection of vineyards running along a narrow strip of land from Dijon in the north, to Lyon in the south.
  The most important region is the Côte d’Or.  The other vineyards of note in this region are Chalonnais, Mâconnais and Beaujolais. Burgundy wines had a reputation for quality in the Middle Ages, and were both exported and sold in Paris. Rising prices for beverage wines during the nineteenth century encouraged many growers to try and exploit the reputation of fine burgundies and expand cultivation on unsuitable land, especially in the Côte d’Or.
 The area of vines increased from 77 thousand hectares in 1788 to peak at 124 thousand in 1875, before declining to just 56 thousand in 1921.

Sharecropping was common in Burgundy from an early date, although the exact area involved is unknown. However, while producers of fine wines abandoned its use by the mid nineteenth century, the producers of the cheaper wines from Beaujolais and Macon continued to use the contract into the twentieth century.


Upper Burgundy (Côte-d’Or) for the eighteenth century offers, in the words of Thomas Brennan, ‘the classic example of vineyards so isolated from markets that they were forced to develop superior and expensive wines’.
 There were few large holdings, and most of these were broken up during the Napoleonic period.
  Landowners usually owned a large number of scattered holdings involving potentially high monitoring costs if worked with wage labour, and the pinot noir grape used in fine wine yielded only about 15 hectolitres the hectare. Sharecropping was used until the mid nineteenth century, with the landowner being heavily involved in the winemaking and marketing.
 Growers in theory received half the harvest, but in practice the landowner often claimed all of it in exchange for the money and goods that had been advanced to the tenant during the year.
 With the increase in wine prices after 1850, first on account of powdery mildew, and then phylloxera, fine wine producers switched from sharecropping contracts to a simple labour contract, the vigneron a prix d’agent.
 This was similar to the prix-faiteurs, which we shall meet on the large Bordeaux estates, and involved employing skilled workers to cultivate a fixed area of vines. The labourers often owned vines of their own, but wage payments and paternalistic help from landowners allowed them to diversify and obtain a guaranteed annual income. For landowners the advantage was that they did not have to split the increasingly valuable wine with their tenants. The appearance of phylloxera did not lead to a return to sharecropping because, as one contemporary argued, it made no sense for the landowner to share the harvest when two-thirds of its value was based on the wine’s reputation.
 Nevertheless, high salaries after the Second World War produced a revival in interest in sharecropping, although now the tenant received a cash payment rather than a share of the harvest.

The vineyards of Beaujolais and Maconnais were closer to navigable water than those of upper Burgundy, and from the seventeenth century grew rapidly in response to the Parisian market. The grape variety used was the gamay, which produced an inferior wine to the pinot noir, but yields were considerably greater, at 50 hectolitres / hectare. Sharecropping was dominant in Beaujolais and Maconnais, representing between 30 and 40 per cent of all vines in 1882.
 Landowners did not produce fine wines (as in upper Burgundy or Bordeaux), and the low grape prices implied that they could not resort to labour contracts such as the prix-faiteur. Neither did they benefit from the economies of scale that some of the producers of cheap beverage wines in the Midi were enjoying by the 1860s, and which encouraged a similar close integration between large and small properties (see below). Instead sharecropping was used in the highly fragmented vineyards. Tenants were given about two hectares of vines and one and half hectares of pasture for livestock, sufficient to keep a family and domestic servant fully employed. The sharecropper was required to reside on farm, and prohibited from working in other activities.
 The livestock was owned by the tenants, and the milk and butter provided an alternative source of income. As in Tuscany, the landowner who made and marketed the wine, sometimes from a considerable number of sharecroppers.
 

The appearance of phylloxera forced growers and sharecroppers to reconsider the contract. Some growers replanted their vines in long rows and used trellises to facilitate the mechanisation. However in many areas this was not easy because of the nature of the terrain.
 Furthermore the weakening of wine prices and increase in wage costs discouraged a massive switch away from the contract, allowing it to survive until the mid twentieth century. Contracts were renewed so often that land was passed from one generation of sharecroppers to another.
 Landowners also appear willing to advance loans and help to tenants. One example of collaboration between the economic agents was that by the end of the nineteenth century some 12,000 landowners and tenants had established jointly owned co-operatives to purchase inputs.
 As a result, the labour problems in the Burgundy vineyards appear much less than elsewhere at the turn of the twentieth century.
 

4. The south-west and Bordeaux

The basis of Bordeaux’s reputation as a region of fine wines rested on the production of less than hundred growers. The vines on these estates were almost never leased and sharecropping was very rare. Instead the high-value of their vines and the ease by which they could be damage led growers to employ prix-faiteurs, a labour contract that was exclusive to the sector. Skilled workers (prix-faiteurs) were responsible for the skilled operations on a fixed area of vines, which in the Médoc was usually slightly less than three hectares, in exchange for accommodation, heating, drink, a small garden and a salary.
 The prix-faiteurs had secure employment, organised the work for themselves, and had enough free time to tend their own vines, or earn extra wages doing piece work. Workers had to be trusted, and at Château Latour, for example, many had worked there for decades, with a son following his father as vigneron.
  The contract however could not insulate vineyard owners completely from adverse movements in wine prices and labour costs, and in the 1930s there were complaints about the work quality of some prix-faiteurs.
 
Another wine producing area in south-west France was Armagnac, found mainly in the departaments of Lot-et-Garonne and Gers in Southwest  France, saw the area of vines increase from 112 to 170 thousand hectares between 1826 and 1875.
 Sharecropping was widely found in this region and, unlike Burgundy, was common to all forms of agriculture and not just viticulture, being officially found on 28 per cent of all land 1892. Farms were medium sized (métairies), and a single tenant carried out a wide variety of activities including cereals, livestock and viticulture.
 Vines were often intercropped, and the wines distilled to produce armagnac. Viticulture was often not the principle activity of tenants, and when mildew and black-rot appeared (1880s), they were reluctant to spend money on chemicals, preferring instead to use their labour for other farm activities.
 Landowners were forced either to pay for the chemicals, or to take back their land and turn to direct cultivation. However landowners were also encouraged to end sharecropping because the region received a major stimulus in the 1880s when phylloxera devastated the vines in Cognac which increased the price of armagnac. Many landowners turned instead to brassiers, a type of labour contract similar to the prix-faiteur.
 However prosperity was temporary, and out-migration and rising labour costs implied that sharecropping never disappeared, although landowners were obliged to increase their contributions of off-farm inputs, or compensating if the cereal harvest was poor. 
Section 5. The Midi.

The area of vines in the Midi increased from 209 thousand hectares in 1824/8 to 394 thousand in 1862, and 452 thousand in 1900s and 1950s.
 The region’s comparative advantage was originally in the production of spirits, but the high wine prices caused by the appearance of powdery mildew in the 1850s and the major drop in transport costs produced by the railways acted as a catalyst to local viticulture, and opened up the national market to southern growers. Yet if the area almost doubled between the late 1820s and early 1860s, yields changed little. Sharecropping was always present, but probably found on little more than 10% of the vines. On the eve of phylloxera it was used to bring new vineyards into production (complant)
, and occasionally on small isolated plots and on the large new wine estates which were beginning to appear on the fertile coastal plains. The use of sharecropping contracts with mature vines was rare and used to guarantee a supply of skilled labour for specific tasks on the landowners’ vineyards. 

Being the first to suffer from phylloxera had the advantage that replanting took place at a time of wine shortages and rising prices, which attracted large quantities of outside capital to be invested in the region.
 The term la viticulture industrielle was coined by Augé-Laribé, and was made with reference to the large wine estates, first in the Midi and then later in Algeria. New vineyards were established on the fertile plains rather than the hills, and growers used large quantities of pesticides, fungicides, artificial fertilisers, and irrigation to improve yields. Yields were further increased by a light pruning and by the use of significant quantities of artificial fertilisers. Steam ploughs prepared the land for planting, producing a considerable saving to what it would have been in the work was done by hand. Deeper ploughing was considered essential if the new, post-phylloxera vines were high yielding, and this required expensive steam ploughs, which were impractical on small or fragmented holdings. This resulted in a distinction in some areas between ‘intensive’, high-yielding ‘capitalist’ viticulture, against lower yielding, labour intensive peasant farming.

The need to replant after phylloxera allowed landowners to redesign vineyards and vines were grown on wire trellises in long straight lines so that ploughs and horse-drawn sprays could move between them with ease, thereby cutting labour inputs and reducing monitoring costs associated with wage labour.
 As supervisors could easily walk between the rows to check an individual’s work, they achieved greater control over the speed and the quality of operations such as pruning, spraying, cultivation and harvesting.
 As Guyot, perhaps the leading writer on viticulture in the mid-nineteenth century noted: 

A simple glance along the line of vines, permits the owner to spot the skill or the negligence of his vinedressers, just as the foreman can control with the same ease the quantity and quality of work of each of his workers. 
     

According to one study at the turn of the twentieth century, economies of scale began to be important on vineyards of over 30 hectares, and reached their maximum at between 60 and 80 hectares, with diseconomies appearing on those estates of over 90 or 100 hectares.
 Yet despite the industrial nature of these vineyards, labour inputs remained very high, accounting for approximately half production costs in 1900. Sharecropping (complant) continued to be used in some cases to replant vineyards destroyed by phylloxera and extend the cultivation on the phylloxera –resistant coastal plain, although one contemporary suggests it was disappearing by 1900.
 This might have been because of the development of specialised equipment of planting new vineyards was reducing labour requirements, but more likely it can be explained by the fact that the wine market was flooded and prices had collapsed, removing any incentives to plant or replant vines at this time. 

Yet just as interest in complant was declining, growers were looking at other forms of sharecropping to reduce annual labour costs. As early as the 1860s Jules Guyot had complained of the high cost of labour in the Midi, but high wine prices had produced considerable prosperity to the region, benefiting both capital and labour. By 1900 the combination of a heavily depressed wine market and the growing militancy of labourers was creating problems for growers. Following the strikes of 1903/4, which raised wages and cut the work day, some growers looked to sharecropping as a means of reducing costs.
 The experiment by Pierre Causse on his highly mechanised and irrigated vineyard (Mas de Bony at St-Laurent d’Aigouze, Gard) was widely reported at the time. There were around fifty sharecroppers on the estate and the land was split into plots of three hectares, which was considered the optimal for a husband and wife to work.
 The owner provided all the inputs, made the wine and controlled the timing of the farm operations, and in exchange received two-thirds of the wine, leaving a third for the métayer. As Charles Gide noted, ‘in truth, the sharecropper here is nothing more than the old day labourer carrying out the same tasks’.
 Gide calculated that a labourer in the region could earn approximately 800 francs a year, while a third of the 420 hectolitres of wine produced selling at 10 francs a hectolitre provided the sharecropper with an income of 1,400 francs.
 Although yields fluctuated significantly (in 1904 they reached 192 hectolitres a hectare!), the problem during the first decade of the twentieth century was low prices, and the owner here was obliged to provide a guaranteed salary of 1,000 or 1,100 francs.

Gide talked of ‘a form of production co-operative’, which was able to benefit from the low monitoring costs associated with ‘la petite culture’ and the economies of scale with ‘la grande culture’.
 Yet as Henry Gervais pointed out, the problem of using sharecropping as a simple labour contract was that although it guaranteed employment, wages were only paid annually, and income varied significantly.
 In years of poor harvests of low prices, sharecroppers might be forced to look to the landowner such as Pierre Causse to provide help. For this reason, Gervais believed that sharecropping was unlikely to be found extensively in viticulture in these conditions.   


Sharecropping did not disappear from the Midi however. In the government survey of 1929 around 5 per cent of Hérault’s vines were cultivated using this contract (compared to 0.5 per cent in 1892).
 The situation was not so different in the early 1950s, when 4 per cent of the Midi’s vineyards on the plain and 6 per cent on the slopes were officially worked by sharecroppers. However, among the vineyards of more than 25 hectares (the largest category used in the survey), the figures are 7 and 19 per cent respectively).
 In conclusion, although sharecropping was never that important in the Midi, but it continually reinvented itself to meet new circumstances.

Conclusion.


In this paper we argue that sharecropping was more widespread than the official statistics suggest in the century before 1946,. The success of the contract can be seen by how it adapted to different types of wine production, and to changes in factor prices and the wine market over time. The contract adjusted to the conditions of polyculture in south-west France, fine wines in Burgundy, traditional beverage wines in Beaujolais and highly capital intensive viticulture in the Midi. However, it is also clear that sharecropping contracts, were NOT found on the majority of vineyards. Most growers, perhaps three-quarters in all, preferred to cultivate their own vines, usually using family labour and hiring labour at peak seasons. We need therefore to return to the original question in the title of this paper: why was sharecropping not found more often in viticulture?


Two, related factors were the main reason why labourers preferred (and were able to obtain) to move straight to direct cultivation, without having first to be sharecropper: the low entry costs to viticulture, and the limited economies of scale found prior to 1950 or even later in grape production. In particular, the high labour requirements and the marginal nature of land that was suited to the vine made the crop ideal for smallholders. Viticulture required skilled labour, but these talents were widely found in wine growing areas. Vineyards could be tendered when a labourer was seasonally unemployed, and the extended family employed for the harvest. Some economies of scale had been achieved on large estates, but holdings were often dispersed, limiting mechanisation even in the Midi. One detailed survey in the 1950s shows that the average plot in the Midi was 0.7 hectares, and only 2 per cent of all vines were found on plots of more than 3 hectares.
 Employment still averaged 498 hours a hectare, implying that a single worker could manage only four hectares per worker year.
 Many growers did not sell their wine, except in years of high prices. The possibility of cultivating even a small plot gave labourers the opportunity to become a property owner. 

In areas of commercial wine production (upper Burgundy, Medoc, areas of the Midi) large and small estates were closely integrated. Responsible workers with the necessary skills could be attracted using part-time labour contracts such as the prix-faiteur, giving them the necessary time to cultivate their own vines. The contracts were flexible and landowners adjusted them to market conditions by offering a variety of incentives, such as allowing labourers to keep vine cuttings, loans of work animals on Sundays, the use of landowner’s winemaking facilities, etc. Labourers were therefore able to mix the benefits of a secure wage income with the risks associated with being a small owner-occupier. 

From the turn of the twentieth century these two categories were joined by another group of small growers who dedicated most, if not all their time to viticulture, and who sold their wines to the local co-operative. The co-operative advanced working capital, purchased chemical cheaply, and released grower from the dependence on intermediaries for wine production and its marketing. By 1950 a quarter of France’s wine was made in co-operatives.

In conclusion, sharecropping was not a necessary rung on some farm ladder which labourers were required to use on their way to becoming property owners. In theory, sharecropping could have allowed labourer and small farmers extend their vineyards, and thereby increase the scale of their production. This was the case with the  métayage contract used in cattle farming in France, which freed tenants from the need to own their land and allowed them to dedicate their financial resources to purchasing more animals and increase productivity.
 However in viticulture there were few advantages in increasing the scale of vineyards. 
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