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Argument

• References:
– Eisenstein Elizabeth L. (1978). “In the Wake of the Printing Press,” The Quarterly 

Journal of the Library of Congress, 35 (3). 183-197.
– Dittmar, Jeremiah E. (2011). “Information Technology and Economic Change: the 

Impact of the Printing Press,” The Quarterly Journal of Economics, 126 (3), 1133-
1172.

• Question:
– Did the printing press play a causal role in expanding economic activity?

• Events (Germany):
– Spread of the printing press from the innovation in Mainz (Germany)

– Commercial books!

• Test:
– Impact on city growth.

– Issue of causality
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• Before 1450, one man’s year to copy a bible.

• China: movable characters already around 1000 CE.

• Gutenberg
– 1434-1445 in Strasbourg
– Innovation in Mainz
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After 1450

4

(Library of Congress)

49 surviving Gutenberg bibles, 21 complete



Incunables
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• Incunable (plur. Incunabula)
– “In the cradle”
– Infant industry
– Printed before 1500

• About 30,000 editions
– Perhaps 20,000 lost

• (Bible at Widener Library)



• Most revolutionary inventions in human history:
– Economists have found no evidence of the technology's impact in measures of aggregate 

productivity or per capita income;

– until the mid-1990s, they found no evidence of productivity gains associated with 
computer-based information technologies

• Historical research suggests that print media transformed the ways ideas were 
disseminated, promoted the accumulation of human capital, and played a key role in 
the evolution of business practices.

• Article examines these spillovers by exploiting new, city level data on the adoption 
of the movable type printing press in fifteenth-century Europe.

• Questions:

– Was the new printing technology associated with city growth?
– If so, how large was the association

• Historical evidence and instrumental variable techniques to identify the impact of 
printing on city growth
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Entry restrictions
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• No guild, but financial barriers to entry



Books for 
commercial 
arithmetics
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Transport costs

• Starting in the 1480s, European presses produced a stream of "commercial 
arithmetics.

• First published description of double-entry bookkeeping appeared in 1494.

• The availability of inexpensive texts was a key prerequisite for the spread of literacy 
in Renaissance Europe 
– Print media were costly to transport because they were heavy and fragile 

commodities, sensitive to damp.

– Transport costs in early modern Europe were sufficiently high that print media 
often spread through reprinting rather than intercity trade
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Transportation costs
• High costs: implies that local printing press is important
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930 km
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Main results
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Causality

• Given the observed positive association between the adoption of print technology 
and city growth, the natural question is whether printers selected cities that were 
already bound to grow quickly.

• Distance from Mainz as an instrument for print adoption.

– It confirms that distance from Mainz was a significant determinant of technology 
adoption.

– It documents that there was no statistically significant relationship between 
distance from Mainz and city growth before the diffusion of the printing press,

– a highly significant relationship emerged after Gutenberg, and that distance from 
Mainz was not correlated with other determinants of growth
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Causality
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No statistically significant relationship between distance from Mainz and city 
growth before the diffusion of the printing press,



IV

• Distance from Mainz was a significant determinant of technology adoption.

• A highly significant relationship emerged after Gutenberg, and that distance from 
Mainz was not correlated with other determinants of growth
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Max Weber (1864-1920)

• Founder of sociology

• Most famous work:

The Protestant Ethic and the Spirit of Capitalism

• Ethics of work and saving
– Religious foundation unclear

• “Max Weber, in his seminal work, proposed what might be the 
most famous theory about the impact of cultural factors, 
namely beliefs about religion and afterlife, on economic 
growth. Despite its renown, this theory has rarely been tested 
quantitatively with historical data” (Cantoni 2015).

• Cantoni, Davide. (2015). “The Economic Effects of the 
Protestant Reformation: Testing the Weber Hypothesis in the 
German Lands.” Journal of the European Economic 
Association 13 (4): 561–98.
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The economic impact of the Reformation in Germany

• “Following Max Weber, many theories have hypothesized that Protestantism should 
have favored economic development. With its religious heterogeneity, the Holy 
Roman Empire presents an ideal testing ground for this hypothesis. Using population 
figures of 272 cities in the years 1300-1900, I find no effects of Protestantism on 
economic growth.”

• “The finding is precisely estimated, robust to the inclusion of various controls, and 
does not depend on data selection or small sample size. Denominational differences 
in fertility behavior and literacy are unlikely to be major confounding factors.”

– Protestantism has no effect when interacted with other likely determinants of 
economic development.( Instrumental variables estimates, considering the 
potential endogeneity of religious choice, are similar to the OLS).

23



Beginning of Reformation

• Sales of indulgences by the Church

– Financial intermediation by the Fugger family (richest man)

• Martin Luther, monk, lecturer at the University of Wittenberg, posted his objections 
95 theses on 31 October 1517 on the door of the local church.

• Objections in previous centuries, but this time:

– power struggles between the Emperor, the Pope, and the territorial lords;

– contemporary intellectual networks;
– technological breakthroughs such as Gutenberg's printing press; 

– ongoing fight against the Turks in Austria.

• First reaction was “benign neglect,” and Luther's pamphlets could spread rapidly.
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Evolution 1517-1624
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• Eventually, sort of a civil war in central Europe: The Thiry Years War (1618-1648)

• Treaty of Westphalia (1648):

– The religion of a region is the religion of its prince:  Cujus Regio ejus religio
• (recall the fragmentation of Germany in the Holy Roman Empire)

– Religions set as of 1624

• Durable separation
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Circles: Catholic cities
Triangles: Protestant



Determinants of adoption of
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