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Part of the European rural history has to be found elsewhere, in all those places around 

the world that became under the imperial and colonial rule of some European powers 

between the 15th and the 20th century. This European colonial venture was not, of 

course, a single process, involving a variety of countries, chronologies, motivations and 

opportunities. The societies, institutions, economies and natural environments the 

Europeans found overseas, from North America to Australasia, were extremely varied 

too. But all the European empires were forced to face, at some point and to some 

degree, the need to regulate property rights over land resources.  

Very often, that issue arose at first as a mere response to pressing situations, like the 

need to take possession and re-allocate native lands to in-coming settlers, or the urgency 

to replace structures of power and tax-collecting left empty by the transfer of 

sovereignty to the European authorities. However, the rule over land and the regulation 

of property rights soon became a permanent and powerful tool of political and social 

control, of sovereignty claiming, of economic policy, of fiscal extraction, etc. On the 

other hand, seen ‘from below’, the reception and re-appropriation of these policies by 

the social actors on site generated very dynamic and complex processes of negotiation 

and conflict, for the colonial societies actually encompassed multiple interests, 

including the pre-existing indigenous communities, with their own cultures, systems of 

social organization, institutions and property rights.  

The aim of this panel is to discuss the diversity of solutions adopted in dealing with 

property rights and the institutions regulating and enforcing them across the 

European overseas empires.  

How and what for were they conceived and how were they received and eventually re-

arranged by the social players? To what degree did the European institutions change 

when transposed to colonial contexts? How did they shape the agrarian economies and 

the rural societies submitted to colonial rule? How did they survive the collapse of the 

European empires and to what extent did those processes influence the post-colonial 

economies and societies of these countries? These are some examples of questions that 

can be addressed by papers included in this panel. Papers focussing on the interaction 

between European institutions and the native ones are particularly welcome. 

 

Paper proposals (250 words) shall be submitted directly to the panel organiser,  

José Vicente Serrao (jvserrao@iscte.pt) by no later than 15 February 2013. 

 

For more details on the Conference, visit the website www.ruralhistory2013.org 


