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What were the effects of the French 
invasion of Europe on the institutions of 
surrounding countries, and how did that 

affect the economic development of those 
places?



Two More Related Fundamental Questions
1. Does radical reform of institutions cause a long term change in the economic 

development of a country?

2. Do good institutions have to evolve organically/domestically, or can they be 

imported/enforced externally?

The French Revolution can help us analyze both of those questions.

1. The radical reform of the French armies can be viewed as a quasi-natural 

experiment.

2. Since the reforms were externally imposed, if there is a positive effect then we 

can say it does not matter if reforms are imported.



Some Historical 
Context



France and the Revolution
1. Revolution in 1789

2. Estates-General and then 

National Assembly in 1789

3. The terror, execution of the 

king

4. Napoleon Takes power in 

1799 until 1815



Europe before the Revolution
1. Oligarchies - either of the landed nobility or urban-based commercial elites

2. Feudalism was mostly gone, but serfdom still existed in Eastern Europe, and 

there were remnants of the old system (peasant taxes to landlords for example)

3. Vast privileges for the Nobility and Clergy (taxes especially) and treated 

differently in court (no equality under the law)

4. Urban elite. Everything controlled by guilds, with very high barriers to entry and 

no new technology



What Reforms were Implemented and when?
1. Most reforms were undertaken during 

the invasion of the French 
Revolutionary armies, but they 
continued under Napoleon (Code 
Napoléon)

2.  Abolition of serfdom, power of clergy, 
end of guilds, and equality of law

3. Happened especially in Belgium, the 
Netherlands, Switzerland, and the 
Rhineland of Germany



Persistence of Reforms after the Fall of Napoleon
1. Key point throughout the paper is that, since the reforms were *so* radical, they 

could not simply go back to the old status quo

2. There was some attempt to go to the old system, but much remained. The 

differences in persistence is also part of the data analysis based on region





Data Analysis



Data Considerations
- Cross-national data. France invaded many parts of Europe, but not uniformly, so 

the areas can be compared. There is heterogeneity to be aware of

- Intra-country data, primarily Germany. The Rhineland was occupied, while the 
east was less affected 

Important point to note

- You might be worried that the area that was occupied was done so for economic 
reasons, which would bias the data

- This was not the case. Occupation/invasion was because of military strategy 
and ideology. We can view the economic institutions as exogenous



Some More Data Nuances
- Changes only show up after 1850s, because short-term invasion has negative 

consequences, but we are looking at institutional changes long-term

- Also matters because the difference in reforms led to different propensities to 

adopt the industrial revolution, which only became widespread past the 1850s 

in Continental Europe



3 Measures of French Occupation
1. # Years occupied by the French

2. If it was the French Revolutionary armies who occupied them

3. Whether they were under Napoleon

 These measures are compared to unoccupied countries

Unoccupied countries that might have been influenced by implement reforms 

indirectly would bias the data downward - means if there’s an effect it’s going to be 

less pronounced



2 Measures of Prosperity
1. Historical urbanization rates in various parts of Europe. Shown to have a high 

link to GDP-per-capita before and after industrialization

2. GDP-per-capita for states from Maddison (2003). A less-useful source as Italy 

and Germany are countries, and not the individual states



Germany Specific Measures of Prosperity
1. Used a few specific reforms (French civil code, abolition of serfdom, the 

abolition of guilds, and the emancipation of Jews) as a proxy for general reform

2. Notice how guilds were especially a French thing

3. Defensive Modernization (Prussia adopting reforms so that the French 

wouldn't do it themselves/so they could get ahead)



Relationship between Reforms and Invasion



Cross-National Urbanization Data



Intra-Germany Urbanization Data



Cross-National Urbanization Regression



Intra-Germany Urbanization Regression



Other German Development Indices



Comparison between German States



Conclusion
“The evidence suggests that areas that underwent the institutional reforms of the 

French Revolution experienced more rapid urbanization, especially after 1850”

“It is noteworthy that our findings do suggest that radical institutional reforms can 

have long-run beneficial consequences”

1. Institutions are important for economic development

2. Ancien Régime institutions were bad

3. The new Revolutionary institutions did not have detrimental effects long-term

4. There is no difference between imported versus domestically evolved 

institutions



Broader Significance?
- Institutional change is very broadly important for economic development, and 

should be a focus around the world

- We can, in fact, implement reforms from abroad and implement them

- A win for the Washington Consensus?


