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Abstract: 

Over the course of a long eighteenth century, which extends from the 

Methuen Treaty (1703) to the first Liberal Revolution (1820), a number of 

important macro-economic changes affected the market conditions for 

Portuguese agriculture in all manner of ways, at the same time opening up 

new opportunities and creating new risks. Among those changes, a key role 

was played by the global population growth, the urban growth, the intense 

emigration overseas, the gold mining in Brazil, the fast-rising public and 

private wealth, the enrichment of emerging elites, the rising maritime traffic 

and the growing demand for exports. All in all, that meant more people 

searching for land, more people to be fed by it, more people available to 

work on it, more money to invest in it. Moreover, that meant it had become 

easier to place the Portuguese products on external markets, and to import 

goods that Portuguese farmers could not or did not want to produce. 

Although these market stimuli actually combined a mix of opportunities and 

risks, it is possible to say that Portuguese agriculture, despite some 

variations by regions and by sectors, succeeded fairly well in adapting to 

the new conditions. The farm sector became more market-oriented and 

market-integrated. Less profitable crops were discarded and replaced by a 

specialization in those agricultural products that presented the best 

comparative advantages, both in the domestic and in the international 

context. Along with these changes, farming also experienced some 

innovation and became a more attractive investment. Thus, Portuguese 

agriculture experienced a kind of ‘silent revolution’ over the course of the 

eighteenth century, enriching and reconfiguring the rural landscape and 

agricultural output, driving the expansion of cultivated land, encouraging 

the adoption of new technologies and investments, and improving the 

articulation with other economic sectors.  

As a final outcome, Portugal at the turn of the 18th century was self-

sufficient in fruit, olive oil, vegetables, meat, wool and wine, and had even 

become a major exporter of some of these products in the European context. 

Furthermore, agriculture was able to supply the majority of the raw 

materials needed in the domestic wool, silk and hemp industries. Above all, 

famine had become a thing of the past. However, this (moderately) 

successful trend would be dramatically reversed in the early decades of the 

19th century, when the agricultural sector was dragged into the general 

turmoil of the Old Regime crisis. 
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