
The article examines the agricultural policy of Western and 
Central Europe in the XVI–XVII centuries in the context of 
international relations in Early Modern Times (on the example 
of England and some German’s duchies).
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The conception of the agrarian development of any 
European state will not be complete if we don’t take into 
account the policy conducted by the absolute monarchies 
of XVI–XVII centuries with respect to peasants. In my 
opinion this problem has not been yet studied enough in 
historiography though some historians touched upon its 
various aspects in their investigations1.

In this present article I am making an attempt to define 
the main trends in interrelation between absolute mon-
archies and peasant’s communities of the period on the 
example of England and German’s duchies. A special no-
tice will be paid to the question connected with peasant’s 
perception of the agrarian policy in England. 

The literary sources and monograph which are at my 
disposal speak for fact that in the XVI–XVII centuries the 
England monarchy and German duchies interfered in the 
agrarian relation in this or that way and tried to regulate it 
in the necessary direction. Therefore one can speak about 
their special agrarian policy or at last about its separate 
elements. 

At present the agrarian policy of English monarchy of 
the XVI – the first third of the XVII centuries has been 
most fully studied in the English and Russian historiog-
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raphy2. The analyses of the sources shows that it came 
to three main direction: the publication of laws for 
limitation of enclosures, legislative and administrative 
regulation of corn and corn products trade and some 
measures aimed at expansion of arable land and en-
couraging agriculture in the kingdom (encouraging at 
drained the marches, limitation on sowing woad etc.)3.

The laws on limitation of enclosures could hardly 
guarantee the integrity of communes’ lands  from be-
ing seized and turned into sheep pastures by landlords 
though nominally the legislation declared the preser-
vation of some minimum common land for peasants.  
The state however did not take any concrete measures 
in this respect.  No guarantees of preserving of peas-
ants’ arable lands and especially those of copyholders 
who possessed less than 20 acres were provided either. 
There were many reservations in the laws which per-
mitted enclosures to make a conversion of arable as 
well as common lands4. 

From the mid of the XVI century English peas-
ants showed different attitude to enclosures. In the 
one hand there were legitimate peasants’ enclosures 
an agreement on the other hand there were legal and 
illegal peasants’ actions against enclosures.  Obvi-
ously one of the reasons explaining this fact is in the 
following. Traditionally peasants had a strong belief 
in the sense of justice and considered the monarch to 
be their defender against the oppression of landlords. 
The sources prove the fact that peasants knew about 
the existence of the laws directed on the limitation of 
enclosures and tried to make the authorities put them 
into practice. In their petitions to the Queen they did 
not complain on all enclosures; they complained only 
on those which were illegitimate from their point of 
view. There weren’t any reference in concrete claus-
es of the law. They accepted them on the whole. In 
their mains enclosures were a negative phenomenon 
which was prohibited by the law and thus illegal. If 
enclosures were illegal therefore actions against them 
were considered to be legal. It explained the unusual 
persistence of English peasants in their struggle with 
enclosures in courts, their complaints to the Queen 
and highly state officials. Even open riots against en-
closures were thought to be quite a lawful means of 
peasant’s struggle5. «Illegitimate enclosures» were not 
a single peasants’ argument. There was one more very 
important item in their petitions i.e. «general use of 
tillage». This question was even discussed in the Par-
liament which in 1598 adopted a law in support of till-
age. Peasants’ petitions speak about their firm belief 
that the Queen did not know anything about the dis-

astrous condition so peasants demand that the Crown 
be informed by the officials about the real situation in 
the country6. 

There is no evidence of peasants’ protest against 
Elizabeth Tudor’s sharp changes of the agrarian policy 
in 1593 in the sources. Later however there were com-
plaints about the conversions of arable lands and the 
eviction of peasants but in fact it was their reaction on 
the policy of enclosures but not on the absence of law 
against them. There were practically no complaints 
about the inconsistence of the laws directed to the 
limitation of enclosures. They saw in them what they 
wanted and either did not see or did not want to see 
those clauses which gave a chance of their realization. 

Among peasants there grew a conviction that the 
laws could not guarantee from eviction that it was 
necessary to break the gentry’s resistance to put into 
practice «good laws». Even formally legislation gave 
peasants an opportunity to act against gentry-enclo-
sures through special informers who could be found 
in every parish. 

The sources testify that were a lot of cases of peas-
ants’ collective actions in the legal form i.e. collection 
of money for lawsuits for the hire of guards for their 
lands from enclousurers7. 

Sometimes peasants’ actions were supported by 
the clearly who feared that their income might fall be-
cause of the depopulation of parishes. 

Quite definite policy with respect to peasants may 
be observed in Germans duchies to the West of the 
Eble. In general it is characterized by the intention to 
keep the status quo in the country which first of all 
was expressed in German duchies’ attempt to forbid 
buying up of peasants’ lands by representatives of 
other estates and to establish control over peasants’ 
commons. There also passed the laws against keep-
ing sheep. The duchess of Wurtemburg was the first to 
pass the laws directed on limitation of sheep-breeding. 
Later the same laws were adopted by other duchies. 
The police of limitation of sheep-breeding must have 
been a definite success. Nevertheless the number of 
sheep in the neighborhood of Osnabruck was con-
stantly growing up to the beginning of the XVIII cen-
tury. There townsmen possessed 50 thousand sheep8. 

In XVI-th century the duchies of the Western part 
of Germany as well as the English monarchies were 
facing the problem of growing woad. But unlike the 
English who limited the sowing area under woad by 
granting patents for its growing German duchies in 
the XVI–XVII centuries gave numerous orders and in-
structions encouraging the growing of woad and etc9.
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This aspect of the agrarian policy of German 
duchies wasn’t too much of success. The 30-th war 
is known to undermine the growing of woad in Ger-
many.

From the second part of the XVI-th century the 
duchies of the South-Western part of Germany adopt-
ed laws encouraging the expansion of the area under 
crop. The duchies as well as the English monarchs 
forbade to turn arable lands into pastures, vineyards, 
gardens, hopyards ets.10 

In Germans duchies to the East from the Eble we 
see quite a different attitude to peasants. Thus the 
duchies of Brandenburg in 1540 and 1572 adopted 
decrees, permitting landlords to by peasants’ lands 
if they wish to live on them11. This decrees gave the 
landowners a wide opportunity their dolmen at the ex-
pense of peasants’ land.

The decrees of 1616 in Pomerania, 1621, 1633, 
1654 in Mecklenburg admitted the unlimited «Ab-
schlachten der Bauern». Actually this decrees recog-
nized the fact that German peasants were deprived of 
any rights on the land12. 

The attempts of struggle with «Bauerlegen» were 
undertaking in Prussia and Austria for fiscal reasons in 
fact. The government of these lands was interested in 
landlords’ land (Rittergut), freed from any taxes, being 
enlarged at the expense of peasant ‘ land. Therefore it 
was settled that the status of peasants’ land would re-
main the same no matter who possessed it at that mo-

ment. Such decrees are known to have been adopted in 
Moravia in 1669 and in Bohemia in 1717. 

As the lands of the Austrian Hapsburgs one not 
probably spoken about any definite state police be-
cause all agrarian questions were solved in local as-
semblies with feudal lords dominating there. Till the 
ХІІІ-th century the emperors from the Habsburgs 
dynasty interfered with the decision of agrarian ques-
tions only in extreme cases. 

In the XVI-th and XVII-th centuries the English 
monarchs and German duchies had to interfere with 
the agrarian relations and regulate them. Though the 
reasons of this interest were different nevertheless 
there were some common aspects in their police to 
peasants which influenced the fate the latter. 

In my opinion the English monarchs established 
a more scale policy in respect to peasants. However 
it was inconsistent in many ways and not too effec-
tive in regard to preserving traditional agrarian rela-
tions and population. But even in this form, it allowed 
the English peasantry either to get use to the gradu-
ally changing conductions of their life or to transfer to 
other categories of the English society. 

However one should remember that this transfer-
ence was very hard for the most part of small land 
copyholders and cotters. 

At the same time the prolongation of the agrarian 
upheaval (the end of the XV-th — XVII-th centuries) 
softened this morbid feeling in this or that way. 
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