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Abstract

The German Peasants’ War, the largest popular uprising in Europe before the French Revo-
lution, has been widely studied by historians. Its long-term economic effects, however, remain
quantitatively unexplored. This paper offers the first systematic analysis of these effects by ex-
amining urban developmentin conflict-affected areas using data on economic construction and
market establishment from 1225 to 1825. Using difference-in-differences and event-study meth-
ods, I find a significant and lasting decline in construction activity in the conflict zone. This effect
is driven by the southern region, with no significant effect in the north. Placebo tests using al-
ternative war geographies support the robustness of the results. | also show that exposed cities
subsequently hosted fewer markets and provide suggestive evidence that the decline was ac-
companied by a reduced local presence of religious and political elites, rather than by persistent
changes in formal urban political institutions.
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1 Introduction

The German Peasants’ War of 1524/25 was the largest popular uprising in Europe before the French
Revolution. Between July 1524 and July 1525, more than 200,000 “common men” formed armed
groups known as &9M>=F. They pressured cities and rulers to negotiate, looted and destroyed hun-
dreds of monasteries and castles, besieged cities, and fought battles against the nobility’s army.
Ultimately, they were defeated by this army under Georg Truchsess Freiherr von Waldburg (“Bauern-
jorg”). Since at least the nineteenth century, scholars and political thinkers such as Alexander von
Humboldt and Friedrich Engels have viewed the Peasants’ War as one of the major turning points
in German history.!

Reflecting this importance, there exists a rich historical literature on the origins and consequences
of the Peasants’ War (Blickle 1985; Blickle 2015; Buszello et al. 1984; Engels 2023; Franz 1933; Zim-
mermann 1989), with recent contributions marking its 500th anniversary (Kaufmann 2024; Pantle
2024; Roper 2024; Schwerhoff 2024). Recent work continues to treat the uprising and its defeat as a
major turning point in German history (Seibert 2025).? Yet despite this prominence, no systematic
quantitative evidence exists on whether the war shaped the long-run development of the regions
that participated in it. This gap matters beyond the specific historical case. The Peasants’ War pro-
vides a setting to study when a short, localized civil conflict produces persistent regional decline,
and why such effects emerge only in some parts of a broader uprising.

This paper provides the first quantitative evidence on the long-run economic consequences of the
German Peasants’ War. | digitize and combine information on war exposure from the &IKLGIK;@=J
9K NGF  9<=F,53JLL=E :=J? (HABW) with city-level data from the ""=MLK;@= 1LO<L=:M;@ (Keyser
and Stoob 1939-1974). My main outcome is economic construction activity between 1225 and
1825, including market halls, guild houses, manufactories, and mills. These investments capture
local economic dynamism in a setting where systematic income or output data do not exist. |
estimate difference-in-differences and event-study models that compare cities directly exposed to
war-related violence with otherwise nearby cities in the same broader uprising environment.

I find a large and persistent negative effect of direct Peasants’ War exposure on urban development.
Exposed cities experienced significantly lower economic construction activity in the centuries after
1525. The effect is concentrated in the southern conflict region and is absent in the north. This
regional heterogeneity is central to the analysis and is historically motivated. Historical accounts
emphasize that the uprising originated in the south and spread northward during the spring of 1525.
It lasted longest in the southern part of the conflict zone, particularly in Upper Swabia, the Allgau,
and Hegau. The southern region had a higher density of monasteries, making it more exposed to
attacks on ecclesiastical property. Most battles and sieges also occurred in the southern part of the
conflict zone. The northern region was affected by the uprising as well, but the nature and inten-
sity of exposure differed. The estimates are robust to alternative treatment definitions, outcome
variables, temporal aggregations, pre-war city characteristics, and richer control sets from Becker
et al. (2025). | also show that exposed cities subsequently hosted fewer markets, consistent with a

'For Humboldt’s statement, see Beck (1959, p. 193); for Engels, see Engels (2023).

2The memory of the Peasants’ War remains vivid, particularly in Thuringia (see especially Pantle 2024). It also lives
on in other regions. For example, nine permanent Peasants’ War museums exist across four federal states, including
notable sites in Béblingen, Leipheim, and NufRdorf. In 2024/25, exhibitions commemorating the uprising were held in
multiple locations across four states. Additionally, 45 locations in Baden-Wiirttemberg commemorate the war through
street names, monuments, museums, or schools. Figure A2 in the Online Appendix provides an overview.
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broader decline in commercial centrality.

A central challenge is that conflict exposure was not randomly assigned. The war followed army
routes, political borders, and local conditions that may themselves be related to long-run develop-
ment. | address this concern in two complementary ways. First, | use historically plausible counter-
factual army routes reconstructed from primary sources and the strategic choices available to the
Swabian League and the Truchsess. Second, | implement a simulation-based placebo exercise in
which the entire campaign geometry is repeatedly shifted and rotated while preserving its internal
structure. In both exercises, placebo treatments fail to replicate the effect of actual exposure. This
supports the interpretation that the results capture the consequences of exposure to the Peasants’
War rather than generic spatial correlation.

The paper also asks why the effects persisted. The evidence points less to a general transformation
of formal political institutions and more to a loss of urban centrality. Using data on notable people
from Laouenan et al. (2022), | find suggestive evidence that exposed cities experienced a decline in
the local presence of religious and political elites. These groups mattered not only politically and
spiritually, but also as sources of demand, education, administration, and upper-tail human capital.
By contrast, using data from Becker et al. (2025), | find no evidence that exposed cities experienced
persistent changes in formal urban political institutions, such as city councils or electoral participa-
tion. The long-run decline therefore appears to be reflected in a reduced elite presence rather than
in durable changes in formal self-government.

The empirical focus is on Baden-Wirttemberg, Lower Franconia, and Eastern Swabia (marked with
bold borders in Figure 1), the regions most intensively affected by the war and for which detailed
spatial information on army movements, battles, and sieges is available from the HABW. This focus
is useful because it restricts the comparison to cities within the historical geography of the upris-
ing, while distinguishing the core conflict zone from areas affected by passive resistance or broader
mobilization. Figure 1 illustrates this setting based on Blickle (2004). The yellow areas mark regions
where peasants protested but no battles occurred, although peasants lodged complaints or refused
to pay taxes and dues. The red areas denote the core zones of conflict and destruction. The conflict
also reached parts of present-day France (Alsace-Lorraine), Austria, and Switzerland.

The focus on cities is useful because the Peasants’ War was not only a rural but also an urban phe-
nomenon. Many small and medium towns in the southern conflict area had a rural-agrarian char-
acter ( ;C=):§J?=JKLI<L=) and were structurally similar to surrounding villages (Blickle 2004; Schw-
erhoff 2024). Cities had long histories of uprisings (see Wahl 2018), and several groups of urban
citizens—craftsmen and lower-ranked officials—often supported the peasants’ cause. As centers
of the Reformation, cities also provided the initial impulse for the uprising. According to Schwer-
hoff (2024), much of the fighting was carried out by urban inhabitants, and an estimated 20-25% of
peasant army members came from cities.

The paper proceeds as follows. Section 2 reviews the relevant literature and summarizes the con-
tribution. Section 3 provides historical background. Section 4 discusses war damage and potential
economic effects. Section 5 describes the data. Section 6 presents the empirical analysis. Section
7 concludes.
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, GL=Kt The map shows the spatial extent of the Peasants’ War and related uprisings in 1525. It is a digitized version of a map from
Blickle (2004). The red area marks the core conflict zone with active fighting; the yellow area indicates regions with passive resistance.

Figure 1: The Geographic Scope of the German Peasants’ War

2 Literature and Contribution

This paper contributes to several strands of literature. First, | add to the debate on whether wars and
conflicts are “good” or “bad” for long-run prosperity (e.g., Becker et al. 2025; Bosshart and Weigand
2025; Davis and Weinstein 2002; Dincecco and Gaetano Onorato 2016; Dincecco et al. 2019; Gierok
2023; Heinz et al. 2023; Hoffman 2015; Morris 2014; Peters 2022; Tilly 1993; Ogilvie 2022; Voigtlander
and Voth 2013). Within this body of work, the paper is closest to studies on rebellions and revolu-
tions and their effects on development and state formation (see Acemoglu et al. 2011; Dippel and
Heblich 2021; Doucette 2024; Geerling et al. 2021; Qiang 2015; Li 2015; O’Brien 2000; McCormack
1998; Wahl 2018). Feigenbaum et al. (2022) find that capital destruction during Sherman’s march
had long-lasting negative effects on local development, whereas Li (2015) and Lai et al. (2026) doc-
ument positive long-run effects of the Taiping Rebellion. These contrasting results imply that the
impact of civil conflict is context-dependent—shaped by the nature of violence, timing, and institu-
tions. My analysis speaks to this nuance. The core contribution is to show that a short, localized civil
conflict generated persistent urban decline where violence disrupted local commercial and eccle-
siastical centrality, but not uniformly across all areas touched by the broader uprising. In line with
Feigenbaum et al. (2022), | show that civil conflict can generate persistent economic losses—visible
even three centuries later—and provide suggestive evidence that these losses are linked to disrup-
tions of local elite structures, particularly religious and political elites that formed an important
component of upper-tail human capital in pre-modern cities. In contrast to the existing literature
on the legacies of historical conflicts on urban development in Germany (e.g., Becker et al. 2025;
Bosshart and Weigand 2025), | find no evidence that the Peasants’ War led to persistent changes in
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political institutions. Instead, the results point to a lasting decline in the ecclesiastical and political
importance of affected cities, reflected in a reduced presence of societal elites. This decline likely
mattered for urban development through several channels. Beyond their political and administra-
tive roles, religious and political elites constituted an important source of local demand for urban
goods and services, including construction, craftsmanship, and education-related activities. More-
over, the loss of elite presence may have reduced both the symbolic and actual centrality of these
cities, lowering their attractiveness for skilled migrants.

Taken together, the findings suggest that long-run economic decline can arise not only from for-
mal institutional breakdown, but also from the erosion of the commercial and elite structures that
supported urban prosperity. At the same time, the effects are heterogeneous: localized violence—
such as during the Peasants’ War—can trigger long-term decline under specific conditions, depend-
ing on context, severity, and the nature of exposure. The peculiar nature of the Peasants’ War—
where monasteries and church property were systematically targeted and the church was heavily
affected—offers a unique setting to better understand the importance of the church not only as a
spiritual and educational institution but also as an economic and political actor.

Second, this paper adds to the literature on the historical determinants of city growth in Europe
(e.g., Acemoglu et al. 2005; Bosker et al. 2013; Boerner and Severgnini 2019; Cantoni 2015; Dittmar
and Meisenzahl 2020; Jedwab et al. 2024; Wahl 2016; Wahl 2018). My results suggest that conflict
is a source of lasting urban decline and loss of economic prosperity. In particular, they empha-
size the importance of urban-rural linkages in shaping city-level outcomes. Even cities not directly
attacked may have nonetheless suffered from population loss or destruction in their hinterlands.
These spillovers matter, especially in the early modern period, when rural-urban interdependen-
cies were strong. The findings also support the historical view that the Peasants’ War, though often
portrayed as a rural event, had major urban dimensions. Cities and their citizens were directly in-
volved, often supported the uprising, and were central sites of violence and repression.

Finally, this paper contributes to the literature on the economic consequences of major 16 -
century events such as the Reformation, secularization, and institutional change (Boerner et al.
2021; Cantonietal.2018; Cantoni et al. 2024; Dittmar 2011; Dittmar and Meisenzah12020). While this
literature has focused on religious and institutional reforms, it has largely overlooked the Peasants’
War and other uprisings as potential turning points. This study helps to fill that gap.

3 Historical Background

This section summarizes the developments leading up to the Peasants’ War, the course of the war,
and the goals of the rebellious peasants.

3.1 Causes of the Peasants’ War

The Peasants’ War emerged from a period marked by the aftermath of the late medieval agrarian
crisis and the intensifying effects of the Little Ice Age. The transition from the medieval to the early
modern period brought profound political and societal change, including rapid population growth.
In response to depopulation after the Black Death, many rulers in southwest Germany reimposed
serfdom-like restrictions to prevent rural flight to cities, including constraints on mobility, marriage,
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and inheritance.?

The early 16 century also witnessed the rise of territorial states and changes in warfare. These de-
velopments triggered a crisis for the lower nobility, especially the knightly class, whose military
and political relevance declined following Emperor Maximilian’s #0A?=) *QF<>Ji=<=F (”Perpetual
Peace”) and the shift toward firearm-based mercenary armies. In regions like Allgau, Upper Swabia,
and Breisgau, fragmented political structures hindered centralized state formation. Rulers increas-
ingly curtailed local self-governance ( IL=X 0=;(@L) and excluded peasants from accessing communal
lands, thereby increasing pressure on remaining shared resources ( DE=F<=0/==F).

State-building efforts and the erosion of the feudal system coincided with worsening agricultural
conditions and the introduction of new taxes and duties (e.g., the ))=F=8=0FL alongside the %JGKK=
8=0FL). Although living standards briefly improved before the outbreak of the war, the poorest seg-
ments of society remained highly vulnerable. Population growth, equal-partition inheritance, and
the Commercial Revolution of the 15t century led to regional agricultural specialization. Areas fo-
cusing on wine or flax became increasingly susceptible to crop failures—frequent in the decades
preceding the war.

Anticlerical sentiment had been growing since the late Middle Ages. Many viewed the church as cor-
rupt and exploitative—a sentiment known as .>9~=F@9KK (’hatred of the clergy”)—undermining the
clergy’s political and spiritual authority. Luther’s Reformation, beginning in 1517, gave ideological
coherence to previously localized revolts. His reinterpretation of the Gospel provided peasants with
a theological justification for their grievances, grounded in ?G<0Q 190 (%60LLM; @=E 0=;@L).

In short, the Peasants’ War was the result of a confluence of long-run economic, political, and social
transformations during the late medieval and early modern transition. These included state forma-
tion, the decline of feudalism, ecclesiastical and social grievances, adverse climatic conditions, and
rising taxation.

In Section A7 and Figure A15 in the Online Appendix, | empirically assess these causes using a set
of historical and geographic variables relevant for long-run economic development (e.g., exposure
to the Black Death, Roman roads, elevation, ruggedness, soil quality). The results highlight that
the most important determinants of Peasants’ War exposure correspond closely to those discussed
in the historical literature. In particular, distance to army collection points explains roughly 10%
of the variation in exposure. Proximity to Reformation preachers and monasteries also significantly
predicts exposure, underscoring the ideological and anti-clerical dimensions of the revolt. Addition-
ally, areas with equal partition inheritance systems and greater political fragmentation were signifi-
cantly more likely to be involved—consistent with interpretations stressing land scarcity, weakened
local autonomy, and the reimposition of serfdom.

Other significant predictors include location on a trade route which has a positive effect, possibly
reflecting the role of rising inequality during the late medieval economic boom. Distance to imperial
cities has a significantly positive coefficient, suggesting that substantial parts of the war took place
in peripheral, rural areas. Surprisingly, some factors emphasized in the literature—such as the lo-
cation of pre-war uprisings or diffusion of the v JlA;)=K—do not emerge as significant. Similarly,
geographic characteristics such as elevation or wine-growing regions appear to play only a minor
role. Instead, more idiosyncratic factors—such as the residences of peasant leaders and logistical

3A concise overview of earlier uprisings and rebellions is provided in Online Appendix section A6.



LONG-RUN EFFECTS OF THE PEASANTS’ WAR

considerations like army assembly points—account for much of the exposure.

Still, as the full model explains less than one-quarter of the total variation in war exposure, a sub-
stantial share of the conflict’s geography remains unexplained, likely due to contingent and local-
ized factors.

3.2 Goals of the Peasants

The proposed solutions focused on dismantling or significantly weakening the estate-based soci-
ety in favor of a system with more equal rights, abolishing new taxes, and preserving traditional
legal customs and institutions of communal self-government. The peasants of the T@JKL};@=
4=)3FA?MF? from Allgdu, Swabia, and the Lake Constance area convened in Memmingen in March
1525. On March 20, they published the ~v JU;0=X &> +=EEAF?=F, considered one of the earliest
declarations of human and citizen rights in European history. These articles were widely dissemi-
nated, with 25,000 copies printed at 14 different locations in the following months (see Kaufmann
2024). Most other peasant groups adopted the 12 Articles or created regional variations for their
purposes.

Here is a summary of their content by Blickle (2015, p. 130):

sH#)=; LIGF G> HOKLGIK 9F< MK=G> L@=LAL@=>GJ =; ; 0=KAQKLA; Q) HMJHGK=K3 9 : GIALAGF G> K=D<GE 9F< J=)=9K=G> @MFLAF?
OF< >IK@AF?3 J=KLALMLAGF G> L@= ; GEEMF9D >GJ=KLK? >=)<K 9F< E=9<GOK 9F< J=<M;LAGF G> K=INi; =Kz >MPINE=FL G>
L@=;GFLI9; LMD ; GF<ALAGFK G> L@=>=M<9D D=LL=JK 9F< J=OKK=KKE=FL G> L@=HJG<M;LiN=;9H9;AQ G> L@=>9JEK: 1=?9)
KLOF<9J</RIUGF G> H=F9ILA=K® 9F< 9: GMUGF G> L@==2G<>9= >=—=k9 >—=F ;9K=G> L@=<=9< &> 9 K=J» EGKLIQ LG
1= HOA< AF CAF<3 2, I 2@=;GFL=FL ;9F :=KMEE9JR=< AF >GMJ KQKL=EE9LA; HGAFLKe $AIKLOQ: AL K 9:GML 9 J=GJE &>
L@=;@MJ; @ AF HOJK@=K AF >ONGJ G> L@= ;MJ9 OFAEQIME fHOKLGJIAD ;9J=y3 K=;GF<IQ LO= =KL9 : KK@E=FL G> >J—=<GE3
L@AI<DQ L@= J=<M;LAGF G> DI=NA=K 9; ; GI<AF? LG ;JAL=UA9 G> >OAIF=KK® 9F< >GMIL@IQ 9 )=29) J=>GJE GF L@= - 9KK &> L@=
&GIQ 1;JHMI==*

In essence, the peasants sought the freedom to marry, move, and work as they pleased, along with
equal rights in court. Their demands challenged the estate-based society and serfdom, advocated
for lower taxes, and emphasized preserving communal self-government. Influential leaders such
as Balthasar Hubmaier in Waldshut or Wendel Hipler in Wiirttemberg—many of them Reformation-
influenced preachers inspired by Zwingli—combined these demands with theological ideas to envi-
sion alternative societies. These visionsvaried in radicalism but often emphasized egalitarian princi-
ples based on T@JKLAOF ;GEEMFINLQ, with the gospel as the sole source of law and authority.

3.3 The Course of the Peasants’ War

The Peasants’ War on present-day German territory was a short but intense conflict. It beganin July
1524 in Stiihlingen, in southwestern Germany, and quickly spread eastward in early spring to Upper
Swabia and the Allgau. By April, the uprising had reached Wiirttemberg, Franconia, the Neckar-
Odenwald region, and Thuringia. The rapid diffusion indicates mass mobilization and contagious
dynamics. Originating from a few initial collection points, the movement expanded through vil-
lage networks in a chain-reaction-like manner, supported by word of mouth, established commu-
nication routes, and pressure from roving &9M>=F (see also Schwerhoff 2024). Propaganda pam-
phlets further fueled this momentum, generating an overregional bandwagon effect (Kaufmann
2024; Schwerhoff 2024).

“*Translation by the author with help of DeepL from the German original.
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The conflict lasted less than a year. Its most intense phase occurred between April and July 1525—
from the battle of Leipheim (April 4) to the battle of Leubas (July 13-14). The Swabian League’s
army was active between February and July. Smaller-scale unrest persisted until December, before
shifting to Austria and adjacent regions.

In total, there were 21 battles and sieges. In March and April (and regionally into May), the peasants
achieved several early victories. The timing was opportune: the Swabian League was distracted by
Duke Ulrich of Wirttemberg’s attempt to reclaim his territory, and many mercenaries were fighting
in Italy during the Italian War between France and the Habsburgs. This changed only after France’s
defeat at the Battle of Pavia in February 1525. The peasants also succeeded in negotiating agree-
ments, most notably the "Vertrag von Weingarten” between the "Seehaufen” (north of the Lake
Constance) and the Truchsess. While this deal temporarily halted fighting in the region, it heavily
favored the nobility and was widely unpopular among other peasant groups.

By April and May 1525, peasants controlled much of southwestern Germany. In Wiirttemberg, they
captured the capital Stuttgart without resistance, established a provisional peasant-led govern-
ment, and briefly experimented with new forms of rule. They also seized Freiburg im Breisgau,
executed imperial officials in Weinsberg (the IMLLOL NGF 5=FK:=J?), and forced the Archbishop of
Mainz—one of the most powerful nobles of the Empire—to pledge allegiance to them.

Despite little resistance from many cities, ecclesiastical territories, or lesser lords, the peasants’ suc-
cesses were short-lived. By July, the movement had collapsed following a series of defeats at Boblin-
gen, Leipheim, Leubas, Lauda-Konigshofen, and Frankenhausen. Order was violently restored, with
thousands of participants hunted down, executed, or prosecuted.

Several factors contributed to the peasants’ defeat: lack of cavalry and artillery, untrained com-
manders, poor coordination, and internal divisions. The peasant armies often adopted defensive
positions and avoided open battle. When clashes occurred, they usually ended in overwhelming
defeat. The Swabian League’s forces, equipped with cavalry and artillery, quickly routed the peas-
ants, who frequently fled in panic. Under Truchsess Georg’s leadership, the League reportedly lost
fewer than 100 soldiers (Blickle 2015).

Between February and July 1525, the Swabian League army marched approximately 1,866 kilome-
ters and passed through around 3,000 villages. In the process, they damaged, plundered, or de-
stroyed many settlements. Particularly in regions such as Weinsberg, Béblingen, Franconia, and the
Allgau, the army burned hundreds of villages and executed suspected rebels. Figure A7 in the Online
Appendix depicts the temporal and spatial spread of the Peasants’ War, including army movements,
battle sites, and collection points.

4 War Damage and Potential Economic Effects

Estimates of the total death toll from the Peasants’ War range from 70,000 to 100,000 (an older fig-
ure). According to Franz (1933), this corresponds to 10-15% of the population in the conflict area
eligible for military service. Schwerhoff (2024), echoing much of the earlier literature, argues that
the war likely had no substantial long-term structural effects. Population losses, he suggests, were
unlikely to cause enduring problems, as high population growth rates in most regions likely enabled
recovery within a decade (Gabel and Schulze 1984).
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Blickle (2015) estimates that 20,750 peasants were killed in direct battles with the Swabian League’s
army. This number is roughly equivalent to half of the entire male population of the Duchy of Wiirt-
temberg or the entire adult male population of Swabia, excluding the imperial cities. Pantle (2024)
suggests a higher toll, estimating around 40,000 battlefield deaths in May alone, and notes that
thousands more were likely forced into migration, fleeing to Switzerland or Italy.

Based on Wiirttemberg’s 1525 tax records (the "Herdstattenliste”), Graf (2005) estimates that about
20% of all houses in the county of Weinsberg were burned and that 10% of the population faced
punishment for participating in the war—with some villages reaching rates as high as 40%. He also
argues that these numbers likely underestimate actual levels of participation.

In terms of physical destruction, Roper (2024) documents 535 monasteries attacked, while Pantle
(2024) and Schwerhoff (2024) report the destruction of at least 450 castles. Financial retribution was
also substantial. The Swabian League alone collected 230,000 guilders in punitive taxes ("Brand-
schatzungssteuer”), demanding six guilders from each peasant. Other rulers, such as the Bishop of
Wiirzburg, extracted even more—reportedly 320,000 guilders (Blickle 2015; Schwerhoff 2024). Was
this excessive? Blickle (2015) argues that while burdensome, the retribution was not unbearable.
For peasants in 25 out of 52 counties in Wiirttemberg (based on 1545 wealth data), the levies ex-
ceeded the cost of a typical imperial tax. Kaufmann (2024) and Schwerhoff (2024) suggest that only
poorer peasants faced serious difficulties in paying, with no clear evidence of widespread long-term
impoverishment. Still, there is broad agreement that the retribution taxes exacerbated inequality
in rural villages and small towns. This aligns with findings by Graf (2005) for the county of Weins-
berg, one of the most severely affected areas, where within-community inequality increased sub-
stantially.

In sum, recent literature largely concurs that the Peasants’ War had limited long-term effects on
macroeconomic development. Most scholars agree that the main beneficiaries of the war were the
princes and territorial rulers, while the clergy and lower nobility experienced losses. The war accel-
erated trends toward secularization and increased inequality—both within estates (e.g., between
rich and poor peasants) and between estates. It also contributed to the strengthening of territorial
states. Kaufmann (2024)’s assessment that the Peasants’ War "reinforced tendencies, deepened
contradictions, and forced decisions” (p. 250) appears apt, particularly with regard to seculariza-
tion and growing inequality. While the legal status of peasants remained largely unchanged, in the
following decades they gained the right to bring legal action against their lords, thereby securing
access to what was often a relatively fair judicial process.

Regarding the war’simpact on cities, the literature emphasizes that the Peasants’ War was not solely
a rural uprising but also an urban event. Many small and medium-sized towns in the southern con-
flict zone had arelatively agrarian structure (so-called ;C=J: §J?=JKLO<L=) and were thus not very dif-
ferent from surrounding rural areas (Blickle 2004; Schwerhoff 2024). These cities had already expe-
rienced unrest during the late medieval period (see Wahl 2018), and now, the same social groups—
craftsmen, lower city officials, and others—often supported the peasants’ cause. Cities were also
central to the Reformation, which is why the ideological foundations of the revolt often originated
there. Schwerhoff (2024) even argues that the majority of the fighting during the war was carried
out by urban residents. Others estimate that 20-25% of the peasant armies’ members came from
cities. Furthermore, urban economies were indirectly affected by the destruction and depopula-
tion of surrounding rural areas, which shrank markets and likely triggered local supply shocks for
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agricultural goods.

Taken together, war-related deaths, migration, punishment, physical destruction, and financial bur-
dens provide good reasons to expect negative effects on the medium- and long-term development
of affected regions. Economic activity may have permanently shifted away from exposed cities and
regions, implying a lasting relocation of growth and prosperity to less-affected areas.

5 Data

This section describes the datasets used in the empirical analysis. | present the sources for the con-
struction activity and war exposure data, introduce the control variables, explain how treatment is
defined, and provide a visual overview of the sampled cities and the treatment indicators.

5.1 Peasants’ War Exposure

The primary unit of analysis consists of 377 cities in Baden-Wiirttemberg and the contemporary
Bavarian districts of Swabia and Lower Franconia, as listed in the ""=MLK; @= 1L0<L=:M; @ (Keyser and
Stoob 1939-1974). This region corresponds to the core conflict area of the Peasants’ War. Detailed
data on war exposure are derived from the historical map = 9M=JFCH=? ~dusput &=J=KR§?=<3]

M>KLOF<AK; @=F MF< <= 1;@09:K;@=F MF<==, which documents army movements and locations
visited during the conflict. This map is included in the &KLGIK;@=) LI9K NGF 9<=F/54ILL=E :=J?
(Maurer 1980), along with supplementary documentation.® A city is classified as treated if it falls
within a 5 km buffer around the routes taken by either the Swabian League or the peasant armies.
This buffer captures major battles, sieges, and broader areas exposed to conflict, accounting for
uncertainty in recorded movements. This approach is justified by Roper (2024), who shows that
peasant leaders and combatants generally originated from the surrounding areas of conflict. Figure
2 illustrates the sampled cities, army movements, battles, sieges, and other relevant sites. Figure
A8 (in the Online Appendix) highlights the 5 km buffer zone, marking treated cities in red.

In addition, | incorporate an alternative treatment definition using the broader “core conflict area”
identified by Blickle (2004) (see Figure 1). This more inclusive definition captures indirectly affected
cities and those that may have contributed soldiers but were not in direct contact with troop move-
ments. In further empirical analyses, | isolate treatment indicators for exposure to only Swabian
League or only peasant army movements.

5.2 Outcomes, Controls, and Additional Variables

Outcomes. | rely heavily on data compiled and cleaned by the “Princes and Townspeople” project
(Cantoni 2020; Cantoni and Weigand 2021), which draws from the ""=MLK;@= 1L9<L=:M;@. This
dataset includes annual construction activity for the 377 cities in the sample.®

Construction activity is classified into administrative, ecclesiastical, economic, military, private, so-
cial/welfare, infrastructure, and miscellaneous categories.

| focus on economic constructions—such as market halls, guild houses, manufactories, and mills—
as key indicators of urban economic development. These constructions are assumed to reflect lo-

>The original map is shown in the Online Appendix, Figure Al.
®Nine cities listed in the Stadtebuch do not report any construction activity and are excluded.
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LONG-RUN EFFECTS OF THE PEASANTS’ WAR

cal economic dynamism and long-term urban growth.” As an additional validation, | use pre-war
city-size categories from the HABW map “Stadte des Mittelalters” (Cities of the Middle Ages) by Bull
(1973). The map classifies cities in 1500 into four size classes: less than 2,000 inhabitants, 2,000 to
5,000 inhabitants, 5,000 to 10,000 inhabitants, and more than 10,000 inhabitants. | match 253 cities
in my sample to this classification.® Economic construction activity between 1425 and 1525 is posi-
tively correlated with city size in 1500 (correlation = 0.39). Given the rarity of construction events, |
aggregate counts over 100-year windows to increase statistical power.? | also construct an indicator
for overall construction activity (all types combined).

L mainz

.
Battles and Sieges °

.
.

.

. . .

LI . /‘ i . . K !

.Fre\@fg-‘ A\/‘Z L4 ./A . f \\ 0 M -

3% Battle /QA,A\‘ | DY / Nae ., o 9 . ;’/ ¥ Munich o
#  Successful Siege e " ; ht

#*  Unsuccessful Siege .

e Cities

4 Places Visited by Armies

Course of Army of Swabian League

Movements of Peasant Armies (Haufen)
Federal States \:’ .
NUTS-2 Regions in Bavaria '

, GL=8 The figure shows troop movements, the location of battles and sieges, places visited by armies alongside the sampled cities from
the Deutsches Stadtebuch and important cities in the area.
1GMJ;=K? Troop movements come from the ”Historical Atlas of Baden-Wiirttemberg” (Maurer 1980), location of cities comes from
Bogucka et al. (2019).

Figure 2: War Experience Data and Sample Cities

"See, for example Bosshart and Dittmar (2021), who also uses construction data from the Stadtebuch as indicator of
economic development.

8The HABW map also includes some cities in Alsace-Lorraine, Switzerland, and Bavaria which are outside the sampling
area. 256 are within the sampling area, and | am able to match 253 of them to a city in the Deutsches Stadtebuch. The
matching was done by first creating 2 km buffers around each Stadtebuch city and then joining each Stadtebuch city with
each HABW city in the same buffer. In a second step, | corrected and checked this spatial join by comparing the names of
the respective places. Cities in my sample that are not included in the HABW map are treated as small cities. There are
25 medium-sized cities and eight large cities; the rest are small.

%As noted by Cantoni et al. (2018), construction data are sparse. However, even a small number of new economic
structures—especially in small cities—can reflect meaningful economic change. The low frequency of events prevents
use of yearly panel variation.
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Controls and Additional Variables. From the “Princes and Townspeople” project (Cantoni 2020;
Cantoni and Weigand 2021) | also take information on a city’s general exposure to all kinds of con-
flict. I include a count of past conflict exposure to control for a city’s long-run history of violence.
Additionally, | use a variable capturing exposure to the Thirty Years’ War.

To identify effects of monastery destruction by peasant forces, | use geospatial data from Bergold
et al. (2025), which document all monasteries attacked during the war.'° For market activity, | rely
on data from the Stadtebuch as compiled by Cantoni et al. (2020). | also include a dummy variable
for cities that adopted Protestantism, based on historical maps from the HABW.!?

A descriptive overview of the final city-level dataset is provided in Table Al in the Online Ap-
pendix.

6 Empirical Analysis

6.1 Descriptive Evidence

| begin the analysis with a descriptive overview of construction activity between 1405 and 1705.
To this end, | aggregate annual construction data into 20-year intervals and calculate the number
of administrative, ecclesiastical, and economic buildings constructed in cities located within and
outside the war-affected area. To smooth short- and medium-term fluctuations, | apply a five-period
moving average (t  2;t;t+ 2).

Figure 3 illustrates the evolution of economic construction in cities exposed to the Peasants’ War
(red line) and those not exposed (blue line). It also plots the difference between these two groups
over time (green line). The vertical line marks the boundary between the pre- and post-war periods.
The data suggest that cities in the Peasants’ War region were economically more vibrant before the
war but stagnated afterward and gradually fell behind. This divergence persisted well beyond the
war, although the gap narrowed again during the Thirty Years’ War.

Opvailable  at: https://oxforduni.maps.arcgis.com/apps/instant/sidebar/index.html?appid=
70ced19ce62bdabea93adb321ccbaebe.
Yhttps://wuw.leo-bw.de/media/kgl_atlas/current/delivered/bilder/HABW_08_07.jpg
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Figure 3: Development of Economic Construction Activities in Cities Exposed and Not Exposed to the Peas-
ants’ War (1405-1705)

,GL= The figure shows the development of economic construction activities between 1405 and 1705 in cities exposed to the Peasants’
War (red line) and those not exposed (blue line). The green line plots the difference between treated and control cities. The vertical line
separates the pre- and post-war periods.

Conversely, Figure 4 shows the same for non-economic constructions (administrative, ecclesiasti-
cal, infrastructure, military, private, welfare, and miscellaneous). No effect of Peasants’ War expo-
sure is evident for these categories, and the gap remains small throughout. This indicates that the
economic-construction measure does not simply capture a general trend in construction activity

among exposed cities.

80

40

Five-period moving average

O T

1405 1465 1525 1585 1645 1705

- Exposed cities === Non-exposed cities —— Difference

Figure 4: Development of Non-Economic Construction Activities in Cities Exposed and Not Exposed to the
Peasants’ War (1405-1705)

,GL= The figure shows the development of non-economic construction activities between 1405 and 1705 in cities exposed to the
Peasants’ War (red line) and those not exposed (blue line). The green line plots the difference between treated and control cities. The
vertical line separates the pre- and post-war periods.
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6.2 Empirical Approach

To estimate the long-term effects of the Peasants’ War on economic development, | implement
a standard Difference-in-Differences (DiD) approach by estimating variants of the following equa-
tion:

yirt = PeasantWarj, Post1525;+ i+ i+ t+ rt+ irt (1)

The outcome variable yjrt measures economic construction activity in city i, region r, and period
t, either as the number of economic constructions, its logarithm [n(1 + count), or the share of eco-
nomic constructions among all recorded constructions. The sample consists of six 100-year periods
between 1225 and 1825, yielding a balanced panel of 2,262 observations (377  6).

The key variable of interest is the interaction PeasantWarj, P ost1525¢, which captures the av-
erage treatment effect in the post-1525 period for cities exposed to the Peasants’ War. Control vari-
ables Xt include time-varying indicators for exposure to the Thirty Years’ War, Protestant Reforma-
tion adoption, and the cumulative number of historical conflicts experienced by a city up to period t.
City fixed effects j absorb time-invariant heterogeneity across cities, period fixed effects  control
for secular trends, and region-period fixed effects ¢ flexibly account for differential time trends
across regions. Specifically, these fixed effects consist of interactions between period dummies
and (i) the six ”Stadtebuch regions” defined in the Princes and Townspeople dataset (Bogucka et al.
2019), as well as (ii) an indicator for cities located within the borders of the Duchy of Wiirttembergin
15452 As all cities are part of one of these regions when including the Region P eriod fixed effects,
I do notinclude period fixed effects  as these would be collinear. Standard errors are clustered at
the city level.

To investigate the dynamic evolution of treatment effects and assess the plausibility of the parallel
trends assumption, | estimate event study specifications. In this case, Equation (1) is augmented
with leads and lags of treatment:

Yirt = Z jDirt j+ it + i+ t+ e+ it (2)

Here, Dir;t jisan event-timeindicator equal to oneiif city i is observed j periods before or after the
treatment event (with j = 2; 1;1;2;3). The event period itself (j = 0) is omitted and serves as
the reference category. The event is defined as occurring in period 3 (1425-1525),s0j =t E; with
Ei =3.

6.3 Results

6.3.1 Baseline DiD Estimates and Regional Heterogeneity

Figure 5 summarizes the main DiD estimates for economic construction activity. The baseline spec-
ification includes city fixed effects and period fixed effects. Adding historical controls accounts for
Protestant adoption after 1525, exposure to the Thirty Years’ War, and cumulative historical con-

2The six “Stadtebuch Regions” are North Wiirttemberg, South Wiirttemberg, North Baden, South Baden, Franconia,
and Bavaria. Region definitions follow the respective volumes of the Deutsches Stadtebuch. Note also that the borders
of the Duchy of Wiirttemberg in 1545 are not identical to the combined Stadtebuch regions "North Wiirttemberg” and
”South Wiirttemberg”. Therefore, the Duchy of Wiirttemberg  Period interactions are not collinear with the ones based
on the Stadtebuch regions.
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flict exposure. The preferred specification includes these historical controls and replaces common
period fixed effects with Region P eriod fixed effects, which absorb region-specific time shocks
and differential trends. Table 1 reports the preferred estimate and a set of robustness checks using
alternative outcome definitions and treatment specifications.

The results point to a sizable negative effect on economic constructions. In the whole sample, ex-
posed cities experienced about 0.08 fewer economic constructions per century in the preferred
specification. Given a sample-wide average of only 0.14 such constructions per century, this rep-
resents a substantial relative reduction. The estimate remains similar when exposure is redefined
using a 10 km buffer or the broader conflict area identified by Blickle (2004), and when | use log-
count, share, or Poisson specifications.

The aggregate estimate masks strong regional heterogeneity. The effect is large and precisely esti-
mated in the southern conflict zone, where exposed cities experienced about 0.20 fewer economic
constructions per century. In contrast, the corresponding estimates for the northern conflict zone
are close to zero and statistically insignificant across specifications. This pattern is consistent with
the historical narrative that the long-run economic consequences of the Peasants’ War were con-
centrated in the southern areas most intensely affected by violence and destruction.

Whole sample

Baseline @
Historical controls @
Preferred @
Southern conflict zone
Preferred I @ |
Northern conflict zone
Preferred I @ {
-0.3 -0.2 -0.1 0.0 0.1

DiD coefficient on Peasants’ War exposure

,GL=¢ The figure reports DiD coefficients and 95% confidence intervals. The dependent variable is the number of
economic constructions per city-period (100-year) pair. The baseline specification includes city and period fixed ef-
fects. Historical controls include Protestant adoption after 1525, exposure to the Thirty Years’ War, and the cumula-
tive number of conflicts experienced by a city. The preferred specification replaces common period fixed effects with
Region Period fixed effects and Duchy of Wiirttemberg  Period fixed effects. Standard errors are clustered at the
city level.

Figure 5: DiD Estimates for Economic Construction Activity

To make this comparison explicit, | also estimate a joint model that includes all cities and interacts
Peasants’ War exposure with an indicator for the southern conflict zone. In this specification, the
coefficient on exposure measures the treatment effect in the northern conflict zone, while the in-
teraction term tests whether the southern effect differs from it. The southern effect is significantly
more negative than the northern effect (Online Appendix Table A5). This conclusion is not sensitive
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to small changes in the regional assignment: perturbing the north-south boundary by up to 20 km
leaves the pattern largely unchanged (Online Appendix Figure A13).

Table 1: Robustness of the Main DiD Estimates by Region

Robustness Check  Dependent Variable Whole Sample  Southern Conflict Zone Northern Conflict Zone
Baseline No. of Economic Constructions -0.0780* -0.199*** 0.0121
(0.0402) (0.0650) (0.0438)
Poisson Model No. of Economic Constructions -0.861*** -1.378*** -0.464
(0.301) (0.403) (0.406)
Log Outcome In(1 + No. of Economic Constructions) -0.0353* -0.0869*** 0.000411
(0.0214) (0.0328) (0.0265)
Share Outcome Share of Economic Constructions -0.0231* -0.0464** -0.00129
(0.0130) (0.0210) (0.0162)
10 km Buffer No. of Economic Constructions -0.0771* -0.165*** 0.000667
(0.0399) (0.0595) (0.0427)
Blickle Core No. of Economic Constructions -0.0786** -0.163*** -0.0201
(0.0381) (0.0577) (0.0500)

, GL=¢ Standard errors clustered at the city level are in parentheses. Coefficients are statistically different from zero at the ***1 %, **5 %, and *10 % level. Each cell
reports the coefficient on Peasants’ War exposure from a separate regression. Columns indicate the estimation sample: the full sample, the southern conflict zone,
or the northern conflict zone. Rows report the preferred economic construction count specification and robustness checks using alternative outcome definitions,
estimation methods, and treatment definitions. The units of observation are city-period (100-year) pairs. Historical controls include a dummy for cities becoming
Protestant after 1525, exposure to the Thirty Years’ War, and the cumulative number of conflicts experienced by a city. The baseline row reports the preferred
count specification. The preferred count, log-outcome, share-outcome, 10 km buffer, and Blickle-core specifications include city fixed effects, historical controls,
Region Period fixed effects, and Duchy of Wiirttemberg  Period fixed effects. The Poisson model includes city and century fixed effects plus historical controls.

Figure 6 presents the event study results for the baseline DiD specification with Region  Period
fixed effects. These results show no significant pre-war trends for economic construction activity,
while the negative effect is apparent in the post-1525 periods. The effect is weakest during the 17t
century. A test for parallel linear trends in the outcome variable between treatment and control
groups during the pre-treatment period—implemented using the Stata command xtdidregress—
fails to reject the null hypothesis of parallel trends (F = 1:52, p = 0:218). Given the limited
number of pre-periods and the sparsity of construction events, this evidence should be interpreted
cautiously; nevertheless, the estimates do not indicate differential pre-trends.

The event study results for the southern conflict zone, presented in Figure 7, closely mirror the full-
sample findings: significant effects appear in the first and third centuries following the Peasants’
War, with a smaller and statistically insignificant effect in the second century (1625-1725). This
pattern may reflect the so-called “special 17t" century,” in which the Thirty Years’ War potentially
overshadowed or interacted with earlier effects of the Peasants’ War. Importantly, no statistically
significant pre-trends are detectable in the southern sample. For completeness, an event study for
the northern conflict zone is reported in Figure A4 in the Online Appendix, which likewise shows no
systematic post-war deviations from pre-trends.
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,GL=K¢ The figure reports event-time coefficients and 90% confidence intervals for eco-
nomic constructions. Event time 0, the century ending in 1525, is the omitted reference
period. The specification includes city and period fixed effects, Region P eriod controls,
and Duchy of Wiirttemberg ~ Period controls. Standard errors are clustered at the city
level.

Figure 6: Event Study Results for the Baseline Specification
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Event time relative to 1525
,GL=K¢ The figure reports event-time coefficients and 90% confidence intervals for eco-
nomic constructions in the southern conflict region. Event time 0, the century ending in
1525, is the omitted reference period. The specification includes city and period fixed ef-
fects, Region Period controls, and Duchy of Wiirttemberg  Period controls. Standard
errors are clustered at the city level.

Figure 7: Event Study Results for the Southern Conflict Region

6.3.2 Controlling for Pre-War Characteristics

| also test whether the effect of exposure to the war is robust to the inclusion of pre-war city charac-
teristics, especially pre-war city size. Using the HABW city-size classification introduced in Section
5, | create dummy variables for small (less than 2,000 inhabitants), medium (between 2,000 and
5,000 inhabitants), and large (more than 5,000 inhabitants) cities. | interact these dummy variables
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with the centuryvariable (e.g. LARGE_CITY; PERIODy)and createindividualdummies from
these interaction terms—which means that | create non-linear time trends for small, medium and
large cities in 1500. Then, | re-run the preferred DiD specification including the full baseline set of
controls for the whole sample as well as for the southern and northern conflict zone including these
interaction terms. Results are shown in Table A13 in the Online Appendix. Including specific time
trends for small, medium and large cities does not notably alter the results, particularly the effect
for the southern conflict zone remains highly statistically significant and is only slightly decreased
in size (from -0.199 to -0.165).

6.3.3 Results for Finer Temporal Aggregation, Additional Controls, and Pre-Thirty Years’ War
Sample

To assess robustness to temporal aggregation and the potential confounding influence of the Thirty
Years’ War, | re-estimate the DiD specification using an alternative version of the baseline dataset in
which each period spans 25 years. | restrict the sample to the 1425 to 1625 period—i.e., 100 years
before and after the Peasants’ War—which largely precedes the outbreak of the Thirty Years’ War
and report the results for the southern and northern conflict regions separately.

Table 2 reports the results from this specification, which includes the full set of historical control
variables. The estimates are closely aligned with the baseline results, reinforcing the interpretation
that the economic effects of the Peasants’ War are not driven by later wartime shocks and remain
robust to shorter temporal frequencies. There is a significantly negative effect of war exposure in
the southern conflict zone and no significant effect in the northern conflict zone. In Online Appendix
Table A8, | additionally report DiD estimates based on a panel with a temporal frequency of 50 years,
an estimation window from 1325 to 1725 and again, separately for the northern and southern con-
flict zone. These results closely align with those from the 25-year and 100-year specifications, and
all main conclusions remain fully intact.

Table 2: DiD Results for 1425-1625 and with 25 Year Periods

(1) (2) (3) (4) (5) (6)

Dep. Var. No. of Economic Constructions
Region Southern Conflict Region Northern Conflict Region
DiD Estimate -0.0408**  -0.0402** -0.0547**  0.0329 0.0262 0.0356
(0.0189)  (0.0193)  (0.0212)  (0.0300) (0.0347) (0.0326)
City FEs Y Y Y Y Y Y
Period FEs Y Y - Y Y -
Historical Controls - Y Y - Y Y
Region Period FEs - - Y - - Y
Observations 1,528 1,528 1,528 1,496 1,496 1,496
R? 0.009 0.010 0.026 0.015 0.016 0.029

, GL=(t Standard errors clustered at the city level are in parentheses. Coefficients are statistically different from zero
at the ***1 %, **5 %, and *10 % level. The units of observation are city-period (25-year) pairs. Historical controls
include a dummy for cities becoming Protestant after 1525, exposure to the Thirty Years’ War, and the cumulative
number of conflicts experienced by a city. Region  Period fixed effects account for region-specific shocks and
time trends in construction activity. Duchy of Wiirttemberg  Period fixed effects account for Duchy-specific shocks
and time trends. The reported R? is the within R2 from the fixed effects model.
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