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inland Flanders, characterized by small-scale farming combined with industrial linen 
manufacturing on the other hand. Whether these demographic regimes were correlated 
with different poor relief distributions systems in Flanders, is the subject of the following 
section.  

Tab. 3.  Correlation coefficients between demographic estimates and proxies for local 
estimates 

  
Crude 
death 
rate 

Crude 
birth 
rate 

Coale 
Ig 

index

Coale 
Im 

index

Natural 
growth 

(‰) 

Migrants 
(%) 

Annual 
growth(%) 

Crude death rate (‰) 1 ,905** ,123* ,264** 0,071 ,293** -,269** 
Crude birth rate  (‰) ,905** 1 ,132* ,282** ,488** ,306** -,297** 
Coale Ig index ,123* ,132* 1 -0,082 0,051 ,127* -,286** 
Coale Im index ,264** ,282** -0,082 1 ,116* ,171** -0,017 
Natural growth rate (‰) 0,071 ,488** 0,051 ,116* 1 0,114 -,154** 
Migrants (%) ,293** ,306** ,127* ,171** 0,114 1 -,334** 
Annual growth (%) -,269** -,297** -,286** -0,017 -,154** -,334** 1 

Farmers (% of male HH) -0,109 -0,077 0,041 -,132* 0,033 -0,098 -0,035 
Labourers (% of male HH) ,208** ,206** 0,048 ,250** 0,059 ,291** -,148* 
Textile workers (% of male 

HH) -0,109 -,119* -,136* -0,054 -0,052 -,258** 0,040 

Other industries (% of male 
HH) 0,045 0,006 0,030 -0,008 -0,071 0,050 -0,107 

Trade and transport ((% of 
male HH) 0,052 -0,008 -0,084 -0,052 -0,113 -0,107 -0,052 

White collar (% of male HH) -0,071 -0,094 0,018 -,204** -0,076 0,094 -0,127 
Renteers (% of male HH) 0,112 0,044 0,014 -,154** -,118* 0,027 -0,039 

Textile workers (% of female 
population) -,172** -,204** -,207** -,152** -,115* -,311** 0,133 

Servants (% of population) ,158** ,218** ,148* -0,012 ,181** ,593** -,312** 
**. Correlation is significant at the 0.01 level.  
*. Correlation is significant at the 0.05 level.  
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RELATIONS BETWEEN POOR RELIEF AND POPULATION DEVELOPMENTS 

If we look at how population growth and poor relief income per capita were correlat-
ed, the result is a negative correlation (Table 4). This correlation runs counter to the most 
crude interpretation of the Malthusian hypothesis, which would expect higher relief in-
come to produce higher levels of population growth, by stimulating fertility and/or at-
tracting migrants. Also the share of relief recipients in the population was correlated 
negatively with population change – although not significantly so. Lastly, also average in-
come per relief recipient was negatively correlated with population change. All available 
indicators therefore point to a negative correlation between proxies for relief ‘generosity’ 
and population growth: overall relief income and average income per relief recipient were 
correlated negatively with population growth, as was the share of relief recipients. Not-
withstanding issues of multicollinearity, when the variables are included in a multivariate 
regression model as independent variables, none of these appear significant. It is clear 
that in any case no crude Malthusian interpretation would hold here. If at all, the more 
active poor relief tables were, whether in terms of sums distributed or number of relief 
supported, the smaller the overall population increase observed in the second half of the 
eighteenth century. 

It has been suggested that in pre-industrial societies, old age support was a prime 
motivation for child rearing. Impoverished aging parents relied on support from 
children.35 Although poor relief supported many individuals in their old age, the care and 
costs for parents were largely carried by their offspring. Children served as their primary 
safety net.36 Our sources do not provide data on the number of surviving (under aged) 
children in poor households, but they do permit to calculate the percentage of children 
below age 14 by municipality. Table 4 shows a positive correlation between the 
percentage of surviving offspring and the percentage of relief recipients, and a negative 
correlation with the amount of distributed poor relief which might reflect 
intergenerational assistance (in situations of inadequate or absent poor relief). Still, the 
correlations were very weak and not significant. Although old age support is a plausible 
element that may affect the level of fertility, it does not appear as a strong mechanism in 
our analysis.  

 
35 J.C. CALDWELL, Toward a Restatement of Demographic Transition Theory, in: “Population and Development Re-
view”, 2, 1976, n. 3-4, pp. 321–366; M. BOLDRIN, L.E. JONES, Mortality, Fertility, and Saving in a Malthusian 
Economy, in: “Review of Economic Dynamics”, 5,  2002, n. 4, pp. 775–814.  
36 Evidence for England however suggests that impoverished aging parents did not rely on familial assistance. 
S. HINDLE, On the Parish: The Micro-Politics of Poor Relief in Rural England c.1550-1750, Oxford 2004; M. 
PELLING, R.M. SMITH,  Life, Death and the Elderly: Historical Perspectives, London 1991. 
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35 J.C. CALDWELL, Toward a Restatement of Demographic Transition Theory, in: “Population and Development Re-
view”, 2, 1976, n. 3-4, pp. 321–366; M. BOLDRIN, L.E. JONES, Mortality, Fertility, and Saving in a Malthusian 
Economy, in: “Review of Economic Dynamics”, 5,  2002, n. 4, pp. 775–814.  
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Tab. 4.  Correlations coefficients comparing poor relief  and demographic estimates 

  

Crude 
death 
rate 
(‰) 

Crude 
birth 
rate 
(‰) 

Coale 
If 

index

Coale 
Im 

index

Migrants 
(%) 

Natural 
growth 

rate 
(‰) 

Annual 
population 
growth (%) 

Chidren 
aged 0-14 

(%) 

Relief 
recipients(%) ,113* 0,08 0,02 ,130* -0,04 -0,05 -0,05 0,11 

Relief income per 
capita (fr.) ,278** ,306** ,187**

0,04 ,307** ,147** -,200** -0,05 

Relief income per 
relief recipient 
(fr.) 

,156** ,199**
,163**

-0,07 ,348** ,145** -,226** -0,06 

**. Correlation is significant at the 0.01 level. 
*. Correlation is significant at the 0.05 level. 

 
The observed correlations between population change and poor relief could of 

course also be produced by distinct interactions with the local economic structure, which 
– as we showed earlier – was significantly correlated with poor relief practices and popu-
lation components. Direct correlations between population change and basic proxies for 
economic structure – on the basis of landholding and occupational distribution – were 
however weak.37 There was no significant correlation with the most important variables 
pertaining to occupational structure (the proportion of farmers, labourers and textile 
workers respectively among male household heads in 1796).  

However, the picture is very different again, when looking at the population compo-
nents separately. The correlation tests for each component show positive and significant 
correlations with the main indicators of the levels of poor relief (Table 4). Fertility levels 
were correlated positively and significantly with relief income per inhabitant and income 
per relief recipient, while the correlation with the proportion of relief recipients was posi-
tive but not significant. Likewise, the proportion of migrants was correlated positively 
and significantly with relief income per inhabitant and income per relief recipient, while 
the correlation with the proportion of relief recipients was positive but not significant. 
Lastly, also the crude death rate showed positive and significant correlations, this time 
with the three indicators for poor relief: relief income per capita, proportion of relief re-
cipients and income per relief recipient.  

At first sight, the positive correlations between fertility and migration levels on the 
one hand and poor relief levels in the other hand, suggest a more positive verdict on the 
Malthusian hypothesis – although it is complicated by the correlation of high relief levels 
with high levels of mortality. However, at second sight, a more complex interplay of de-
mographic and economic factors appears to have been at work here. Overall, the one-on-
one correlations suggest an underlying connection between a high-pressure demographic 
regime – relatively high levels of fertility, mortality and migration – and more expansive 
relief provisions. Both high-pressure demographic regimes and relatively well-developed 

 
37 We ran correlations with the same proxies for local economic structure used in N. VAN DEN BROECK 

et al., Preindustrial Welfare, which were derived from the occupational data for male household heads from the 
1796 population census collected via STREAM. 
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relief provisions, as we saw earlier, were present most outspoken in the coastal regions 
that were also characterized by the advance of agrarian capitalism, with high levels of 
landlessness and wage dependency. Hence, the seemingly positive correlation between 
the demographic components and relief provisions, might be the result of a mutual corre-
lation with agrarian capitalism – and high levels of wage dependence in particular – rather 
than of any direct correlation, let alone causal relationship. To test for the interfering ef-
fect of proletarianization, we calculated partial correlations controlling for the proportion 
of servants in the total population – which can arguably be taken as an indicative proxy 
for the level of wage dependence. The ensuing results show that controlling for the pro-
portion of servants substantially reduces the strength of the observed relationships be-
tween demographic components on the one hand and levels of poor relief on the other 
hand. The correlations between relief income per capita and the percentage of migrants 
drops to 0.191 (p < 0.05) and the crude birth rate to 0.265 (p < 0.05). Likewise, the corre-
lations between income per relief recipient and the percentage of migrants declines to 
0.219 whereas the relation with the birth rate becomes non-significant. Hence, a large 
part of the observed one-on-one correlations can be attributed to the effect of local la-
bour relations.  

While the partial correlations still leave room for a direct positive and significant cor-
relation between levels of poor relief income on the one hand and levels of fertility and 
migration on the other hand, it is unlikely that this was the result of a direct causal con-
nection at the individual level as envisaged in a crude Malthusian hypothesis. As our anal-
ysis is based on municipal cross-sectional data, a correlation at this level obviously does 
not imply that the same association applies at the individual level. In fact, ecological falla-
cy makes it difficult to draw conclusions about the individual behaviours that make up 
these patterns. Only micro research at the individual and household level can reveal to 
what extent the demographic behaviour of relief recipients was shaped by poor relief dis-
tribution practices.     

CONCLUSIONS 

The results in this chapter provide mixed support to the purported Malthusian causal-
ity between social spending and population growth. Whereas the components of popula-
tion change, in particular migration and fertility, suggest an apparent positive relationship 
with poor relief, this was clearly not the case for population growth as such. 

Still, population growth might in this case be misleading. First, the anachronistic na-
ture of some of the data may have distorted our analysis. Whereas population growth – 
due to source issues – pertains to the years c. 1750-1806, the poor relief survey relates to 
the year 1807, the crude rates to 1806-1808 and the marriage and migration data to 1796. 
Second, correlations patterns found at the aggregate municipal level may reflect the size 
and weight of the municipal units rather than the underlying populations. Finally, popula-
tion growth as an aggregate measure does not always convey the complicated structure of 
the underlying populations and the very distinct interactions between the different popu-
lation components. At this point we have explored the relationships between poor relief 
and population involving two, or at the most three, variables simultaneously. In the fu-
ture, we aim to analyse the population determinants in Flanders with more complex (clus-
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ter and regression) models in order to examine the regional and local differences in more 
detail. 

Indeed, our observation that levels of wage dependence – by the imperfect proxy of 
proportion of servants in total population – significantly reduced the strength of the ob-
served correlations, suggests that any true understanding of interactions between demo-
graphic behaviour and poor relief provisions needs to be situated in and analysed in 
interaction with the local socio-economic context. Given that local socio-economic varia-
tion was in turn tied in with regional patterns associated with soil types (the so-called 
agro-systems), this suggests that the regional level – or at least clusters of municipalities – 
is probably the most relevant unit of analysis to study these interactions in depth. The 
maps presented in this chapter already demonstrated the importance of spatial patterns in 
all of the variables studied. While the coastal areas were characterized by capitalistic rela-
tions of production, high-pressure demographic regimes and well-developed relief provi-
sions, the inland areas displayed lower levels of wage dependence, lower-pressure 
demographic regimes and less developed relief provisions. This indicates that a contextu-
alised spatial approach that takes into account interactions between geography, ecology, 
production relations, demography and relief provisions at the local and regional level, is 
probably the best way forward to gain better insight into the complex causalities that tied 
these factors together. 

Pinar Ceylan 

Regional variation in the distribution of property rights over land  
in sixteenth-century Ottoman rural Manisa* 
 
 
 
 
 

The Ottoman state of the fifteenth and sixteenth centuries is often cited as a 
centralised state with a strong imperial bureaucratic apparatus. The imperial centre 
monitored the rural economy through periodic tax surveys, shaped the organisation 
of rural production through the state ownership of land, determined policies and 
agricultural law codes, and set limits on how much local landlords could exploit 
peasants.1 The methodology of many studies based on tax registers2 – or, more 
specifically, the designation of very large geographical areas as units of analysis – 
points to scholars’ tacit acceptance that the Ottoman land regime was implemented 
in a largely uniform manner throughout the empire’s core lands amid negligible 
differences in tax rates, as well as centrally defined and identical roles, rights, 
obligations, and powers for direct producers and surplus-extracting classes. Because 
of this, regional variations in property structures and power relations in the classical 
period have largely escaped attention, while striking regional discrepancies in the 
productive capacities of rural communities have generally been ascribed to 
differences in environmental and market access conditions in different geographical 
areas.  

This paper demonstrates that, despite the relatively centralised nature of the 
Ottoman state and its government’s accordingly greater influence on the 
organisation of rural production, the pre-industrial Ottoman rural economy shared 
a fundamental feature of other Eurasian rural economies – namely, regional 
variation in property rights structures and the configuration of power within rural 
communities that resulted in different inequality regimes across space.  

 
* This research is part of the GINI project, “Economic growth and inequality. Explaining 

divergent regional growth paths in pre-industrial Europe from late Middle Ages to nineteenth 
century” supported by Gent University and conducted jointly by the Economics and History 
Departments. 

1 H. İNALCIK, State, Land, and Peasant, in An Economic and Social History of the Ottoman Empire, H. 
İNALCIK, D. QUATAERT eds., Cambridge 1994 (Cambridge University Press), pp. 103-78, 103-5, 132-3; 
H. İSLAMOĞLU-İNAN, State and Peasant in the Ottoman Empire, Agrarian Power Relations and Regional 
Economic Development in Ottoman Anatolia during the sixteenth Century, Leiden 1994 (Brill), pp. xiii-xiv; Ç. 
KEYDER, Introduction: Large Scale Commercial Agriculture, in Landholding and Commercial Agriculture in the 
Middle East, Ç. KEYDER, F. TABAK eds., Albany 1991 (SUNY Press), pp. 1-17, 9-10.  

2 For two examples see M. A. COOK, Population Pressure in Rural Anatolia, 1450-1600, London 
1972 (Oxford University Press); and H. İSLAMOĞLU-İNAN, State and Peasant in the Ottoman Empire, cit.   
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Concentrating on the Western Anatolian administrative district of Manisa and 
employing tax surveys dating from 1575, this study reveals the existence of two ag-
ricultural production systems characterised by different property and surplus rela-
tions in the southern and northern parts of the district. Accordingly, inequality in 
these areas reflected region-specific patterns in the distribution of property rights 
within and between the classes of direct producers and landlords. In terms of both 
producers’ access to land and the concentration of agrarian surplus among land-
lords, there were higher levels of inequality within the rural society in the densely 
populated, more developed, and highly commercialised south in comparison to the 
more egalitarian socioeconomic structure that prevailed in the mountainous north-
ern part, which was inhabited by a high number of semi-nomadic or settled groups 
bearing clan status.   

With its emphasis on the regional variation in surplus extraction and 
landholding institutions, as well as on the need for a comparative regional analysis, 
this paper adopts an approach that is different than that of other studies in the 
field. It is informed by the “social agrosystems theory,”3 which offers a regional, 
systemic, and social analysis of pre-industrial rural societies. This theory is systemic 
in the sense that it defines agrarian production as a system that is shaped by the 
interplay of mutually influencing factors, including soil and environment; social 
property relations and power structures; the size of holdings and labour input; 
labour relations and income strategies; agricultural technology; as well as links with 
other agrosystemic areas.4 A fundamental change in any of these factors can effect a 
change in the agrosystem as a whole, while the overall impact of the change on one 
factor is determined by the pre-change setting of the system. The social perspective 
of the method implies that among these factors, social property relations and their 
connections to power structures play a central role in determining the organisation 
and efficiency of production. Accordingly, the prime agent of change in the system 
comes from the social sphere. Finally, the theory is strictly regional, as it champions 
the region as the relevant geographical unit of analysis in understanding economic 
and social processes and development. This regional focus is grounded on the 
premise that prior to the nineteenth century, primary economic activities were 
mainly regionally organised. Therefore, the determining elements of agrarian 
systems in pre-industrial societies – particularly social relations – varied from one 
region to another or even within a relatively small area.5  

The data employed in this study comes from late-sixteenth-century Ottoman 
tax registers that are available at the Ankara General Directorate of Land Registry 

 
3 E. THOEN, ‘Social Agrosystems’ as an Economic Concept to Explain Regional Differences, An Essay 

Taking the Former County of Flanders as an Example (Middle Ages-19th century), in Landholding and Land 
Transfer in the North Sea Area (late Middle Ages – 19th Century), P.C.M. HOPPENMBROUWERS, B.J.P. VAN 
BAVEL eds., Turnhout 2004 (Brepols), pp. 47-66, 47. 

4 Ibid., p. 48. 
5 IDEM, Social agro-systems. A Plea for a Regional and Comparative Approach in Rural Economic History of 

the Old Régime, in Inequality and Development in Europe, E. THOEN, G. ALFANI eds., Turnhout 2019 
(Brepols), forthcoming, 2.  
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and Cadastre Archives6. Data on the population of groups with clan status living in 
or nearby villages is taken from a secondary source.7  

During the classical period, information on the taxpaying subjects and taxable 
resources of the empire were collected through periodic surveys and recorded in 
fiscal registers called tahrir defters. Alongside establishing the expected tax revenues 
on a village basis, these registers were also used for allocating the foreseen revenues 
among military and administrative officials.8 

The first register used in this study was the Mufassal Tahrir Defteri No. TKGM 
T115, which dates from 1575. In preparing Mufassal registers, officials conducted 
detailed land surveys on a village-by-village basis, determining revenue sources. The 
information in these registers consisted of three main parts. The introductory 
section included the village name, the administrative affiliation of the district, and 
the name of the fief-holders who were entitled to the tax revenues of the village. 
The second part provided a survey of the adult male population in the village and 
the amount of land possessed by each. Tax-exempted males, as well as landed and 
landless peasants who had settled in the village, were recorded here. The third part, 
meanwhile, listed different tax items (personal taxes, land taxes, tithes, et cetera). 

The second register was the İcmal Defteri No. TKGM TD226, which dates from 
1572-3. These summary registers showed the distribution of the revenues from tax 
units allocated as tmars among those entitled to such revenues. For each tmar 
holder, a separate entry was arranged. Each entry recorded the name, title, and, 
occasionally, the position of the tmar holder. This was followed by information 
about the income the holder was entitled to. The income of a tmar holder could be 
a sum of tax revenues from different tax units (usually a single village, but in some 
cases, an aggregated tax unit composed of several villages located nearby), or the 
revenue from a single tax unit could be shared among multiple tmar holders. In this 
case, both the overall revenue of the tax unit and the share of the fief-holder from 
this amount were indicated in the entry.  

The third register was the Evkaf Defteri No. TKGM TD544 from 1575-6. While 
the Mufassal and İcmal registers were prepared for state-owned land whose revenues 
were allocated to tmar holders, Evkaf registers were special lists recording only 
villages and land owned privately and by waqfs.  

This study selected a total of 98 villages from around 170 villages that appear in 
the tax surveys belonging to the administrative district of Manisa in the late six-
teenth century.9 In constructing the sample, this undertaking included villages 
whose geographical location could be identified, and for which complete infor-

 
6 LAND REGISTRY ARCHIVE, Ankara, TADB.TTD 115; LRA, Ankara, TADB.TTD 226; LRA, 

Ankara, TADB.TTD 544.  
7 F. M. EMECEN, XVI. asrda Manisa kazas, Istanbul 1989 (Türk Tarih Kurumu Yaynlar), pp. 

158-221.  
8 M. COŞGEL, Ottoman Tax Registers (Tahrir Defterleri), in “Historical Methods: a Journal of 

Quantitative and Interdisciplinary History”, 37, 2004, n. 2, pp. 87-102, 3, 88. 
9 In this study, only villages under the ownership of the state, waqfs and private individuals were 

included in the sample. Accordingly, villages inhabited by infantrymen cultivating their own small 
holdings were excluded due to the lack of detailed information regarding them in the registers. 
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Concentrating on the Western Anatolian administrative district of Manisa and 
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ern part, which was inhabited by a high number of semi-nomadic or settled groups 
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With its emphasis on the regional variation in surplus extraction and 
landholding institutions, as well as on the need for a comparative regional analysis, 
this paper adopts an approach that is different than that of other studies in the 
field. It is informed by the “social agrosystems theory,”3 which offers a regional, 
systemic, and social analysis of pre-industrial rural societies. This theory is systemic 
in the sense that it defines agrarian production as a system that is shaped by the 
interplay of mutually influencing factors, including soil and environment; social 
property relations and power structures; the size of holdings and labour input; 
labour relations and income strategies; agricultural technology; as well as links with 
other agrosystemic areas.4 A fundamental change in any of these factors can effect a 
change in the agrosystem as a whole, while the overall impact of the change on one 
factor is determined by the pre-change setting of the system. The social perspective 
of the method implies that among these factors, social property relations and their 
connections to power structures play a central role in determining the organisation 
and efficiency of production. Accordingly, the prime agent of change in the system 
comes from the social sphere. Finally, the theory is strictly regional, as it champions 
the region as the relevant geographical unit of analysis in understanding economic 
and social processes and development. This regional focus is grounded on the 
premise that prior to the nineteenth century, primary economic activities were 
mainly regionally organised. Therefore, the determining elements of agrarian 
systems in pre-industrial societies – particularly social relations – varied from one 
region to another or even within a relatively small area.5  

The data employed in this study comes from late-sixteenth-century Ottoman 
tax registers that are available at the Ankara General Directorate of Land Registry 
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and Cadastre Archives6. Data on the population of groups with clan status living in 
or nearby villages is taken from a secondary source.7  

During the classical period, information on the taxpaying subjects and taxable 
resources of the empire were collected through periodic surveys and recorded in 
fiscal registers called tahrir defters. Alongside establishing the expected tax revenues 
on a village basis, these registers were also used for allocating the foreseen revenues 
among military and administrative officials.8 

The first register used in this study was the Mufassal Tahrir Defteri No. TKGM 
T115, which dates from 1575. In preparing Mufassal registers, officials conducted 
detailed land surveys on a village-by-village basis, determining revenue sources. The 
information in these registers consisted of three main parts. The introductory 
section included the village name, the administrative affiliation of the district, and 
the name of the fief-holders who were entitled to the tax revenues of the village. 
The second part provided a survey of the adult male population in the village and 
the amount of land possessed by each. Tax-exempted males, as well as landed and 
landless peasants who had settled in the village, were recorded here. The third part, 
meanwhile, listed different tax items (personal taxes, land taxes, tithes, et cetera). 

The second register was the İcmal Defteri No. TKGM TD226, which dates from 
1572-3. These summary registers showed the distribution of the revenues from tax 
units allocated as tmars among those entitled to such revenues. For each tmar 
holder, a separate entry was arranged. Each entry recorded the name, title, and, 
occasionally, the position of the tmar holder. This was followed by information 
about the income the holder was entitled to. The income of a tmar holder could be 
a sum of tax revenues from different tax units (usually a single village, but in some 
cases, an aggregated tax unit composed of several villages located nearby), or the 
revenue from a single tax unit could be shared among multiple tmar holders. In this 
case, both the overall revenue of the tax unit and the share of the fief-holder from 
this amount were indicated in the entry.  

The third register was the Evkaf Defteri No. TKGM TD544 from 1575-6. While 
the Mufassal and İcmal registers were prepared for state-owned land whose revenues 
were allocated to tmar holders, Evkaf registers were special lists recording only 
villages and land owned privately and by waqfs.  

This study selected a total of 98 villages from around 170 villages that appear in 
the tax surveys belonging to the administrative district of Manisa in the late six-
teenth century.9 In constructing the sample, this undertaking included villages 
whose geographical location could be identified, and for which complete infor-
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mation was available in the tax surveys. In this, some villages were excluded from 
the sample because the available information was visibly inconsistent or erratic.   

Aegean Anatolia has been a prosperous and densely populated area since an-
cient times. Over many centuries, the region’s economy was shaped by a rich agri-
cultural production and favourable market access conditions. The region not only 
supplied the imperial capital, Istanbul, but also exported significant quantities of 
agricultural products to European markets from an early age. In the sixteenth cen-
tury, the administrative district of Manisa (around 250,000 hectares) was the centre 
of the Ottoman province of Saruhan and a part of the core lands of the empire in 
which the classical landholding regime prevailed.10 

Map. 1.  Ottoman Empire in the sixteenth century 

 

As Thoen reminds us, in studying pre-industrial rural agricultural systems, units 
of analysis cannot be defined based on political or administrative frontiers, as “the 
definition of a region and its ‘borders’ can only be the result of the study itself.”11 An 
examination of preliminary findings from the Ottoman tax surveys revealed visible 
regional patterns in Manisa in terms of factors determining the organisation of agri-
cultural production (soil and environment; social property relations and power 
structures; the size of holdings and labour input; labour relations and income strat-

 
10 K. BARKEY, Networks of Contention: Villages and Regional Structure in the seventeenth‐Century Ottoman 

Empire, in “American Journal of Sociology”, 102, 1997, n. 5, pp. 1345-1382, 1355.  
11 E. THOEN, Social Agrosystems, a Plea, cit., p. 2.  
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egies; agricultural technology; and links with other agrosystems). As a result, this 
study identified two different “agrosystems” in the northern and southern parts of 
Manisa, with a middle zone that could be described as a transition area. Table 1 
presents the distribution of the villages in the sample according to sub-regions.  

Tab. 1.  Number of  villages in the sample according to regions 

Villages (N) 
South 35 

Middle 26 

North 37 

Total 98 
 
Here, this study will briefly touch on regional differentiation in physical geogra-

phy, market access conditions, population density, and crop patterns before dis-
cussing region-specific property rights structures. In terms of physical geography, 
the main channel of the Gediz River and its tributary, the Kumçay, draw a natural 
boundary. The northern part is a mountainous area, with lowlands confined be-
tween hills. Parts of the area, particularly the rocky hillsides, are unsuitable for cul-
tivation, limiting the extent of arable land. In general, the soil is less fertile 
compared to the alluvial soil of the river basins in the south. In contrast, the south-
ern part embraces large fertile volcanic and alluvial plains along waterways. While 
the southern part can be considered a more favourable zone in terms of physical 
environment – with several rivers facilitating the production of a wide range of 
marketable products (particularly cotton and rice) – the river system has not always 
provided an advantage for the region’s agricultural economy.12 The region’s rivers 
and rivulets, especially the Gediz, tended to overflow its banks every year, particu-
larly in autumn and spring when precipitation was at its highest, flooding the agri-
cultural lands nearby. sixteenth-century tax surveys reported several instances in 
which peasants could no longer cultivate the land because of floods, meaning they 
had to leave their settlements and could not pay their taxes. As a result, only a por-
tion of the large fertile lands along the riverbanks in this area was available for cul-
tivation at a particular moment. In such areas, the arability of agricultural lands 
depended on the constant efforts of peasants to reclaim flooded lands. 

Regional diversity also applied to market potential. The southern portion 
incorporated the city of Manisa, which was an urban market of medium size 
absorbing the agricultural surplus – mainly grains, but also fruits and vegetables – 
from the surrounding countryside. On the other hand, the only natural passageway 
to the coast and the Foçalar port, which was used for the shipment of local agricul-
tural products, was located between Spil Mountain and the Bozdağ Mountains in 
the south, giving this part of the district easy access to Istanbul and other distant 
markets. By contrast, mountains separated the northern part of district from the 

 
12 F. EMECEN, XVI. asrda Manisa kazas, cit., p. 222.  
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egies; agricultural technology; and links with other agrosystems). As a result, this 
study identified two different “agrosystems” in the northern and southern parts of 
Manisa, with a middle zone that could be described as a transition area. Table 1 
presents the distribution of the villages in the sample according to sub-regions.  

Tab. 1.  Number of  villages in the sample according to regions 

Villages (N) 
South 35 

Middle 26 

North 37 

Total 98 
 
Here, this study will briefly touch on regional differentiation in physical geogra-

phy, market access conditions, population density, and crop patterns before dis-
cussing region-specific property rights structures. In terms of physical geography, 
the main channel of the Gediz River and its tributary, the Kumçay, draw a natural 
boundary. The northern part is a mountainous area, with lowlands confined be-
tween hills. Parts of the area, particularly the rocky hillsides, are unsuitable for cul-
tivation, limiting the extent of arable land. In general, the soil is less fertile 
compared to the alluvial soil of the river basins in the south. In contrast, the south-
ern part embraces large fertile volcanic and alluvial plains along waterways. While 
the southern part can be considered a more favourable zone in terms of physical 
environment – with several rivers facilitating the production of a wide range of 
marketable products (particularly cotton and rice) – the river system has not always 
provided an advantage for the region’s agricultural economy.12 The region’s rivers 
and rivulets, especially the Gediz, tended to overflow its banks every year, particu-
larly in autumn and spring when precipitation was at its highest, flooding the agri-
cultural lands nearby. sixteenth-century tax surveys reported several instances in 
which peasants could no longer cultivate the land because of floods, meaning they 
had to leave their settlements and could not pay their taxes. As a result, only a por-
tion of the large fertile lands along the riverbanks in this area was available for cul-
tivation at a particular moment. In such areas, the arability of agricultural lands 
depended on the constant efforts of peasants to reclaim flooded lands. 

Regional diversity also applied to market potential. The southern portion 
incorporated the city of Manisa, which was an urban market of medium size 
absorbing the agricultural surplus – mainly grains, but also fruits and vegetables – 
from the surrounding countryside. On the other hand, the only natural passageway 
to the coast and the Foçalar port, which was used for the shipment of local agricul-
tural products, was located between Spil Mountain and the Bozdağ Mountains in 
the south, giving this part of the district easy access to Istanbul and other distant 
markets. By contrast, mountains separated the northern part of district from the 

 
12 F. EMECEN, XVI. asrda Manisa kazas, cit., p. 222.  
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coast, meaning it had no direct access to large markets (although there were two 
local markets in this area, Osmancal and Palamut).  

It is often stated that the organisation of the agricultural production in 
Ottoman Anatolia prior to the nineteenth century was characterised by a high land-
labour ratio. This implied that the limiting factor of production was labour.13 
Throughout the centuries, the central state made systematic efforts to sedentarise 
nomads to expand the agricultural labour force, and to keep peasants on their land 
to maintain continued agricultural production. In this context, the geographical 
distribution of population was a significant factor determining the productive 
capacities of rural communities.  

Tab. 2.  Geographical distribution of  population 
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SOUTH 1765 7222 8987 35 257 0.24 

MIDDLE 877 1050 1927 26 74 0.84 

NORTH 2108 1206 3314 37 90 1.75 

Sources: Manisa tax registers, 1575 and F. EMECEN, XVI. asrda Manisa kazas, cit.  
* Excluding nomadic groups.  

In the main, settled peasants with subject status – the regular labour form 
associated with the Ottoman landholding regime during the classical period – and 
settled and semi-nomadic groups with clan status living in or nearby villages 
constituted the agricultural workforce in late-sixteenth-century Manisa.14 Table 2, 
which presents population figures in three sub-regions of the district, reveals a 
significant geographical population concentration and a high density in the 
southern part.15 The total population living in or nearby the 35 villages in the 
sample is estimated at around 9,000 inhabitants, with an average settled population 

 
13 S. PAMUK, Osmanl-Türkiye iktisadi tarihi, 1500-1914, Istanbul 2005 (İletişim), 43.  
14 A considerable share of Turcoman nomads that came to Western Anatolia in the mid-

thirteenth century fleeing the Mongols, became sedentary or adopted a semi-nomadic livelihood over 
time, formally retaining the clan status. They remained an integral part of the rural society throughout 
Anatolia over many centuries.  

15 Total population is computed by multiplying the number of married male adults by the average 
household size and adding the number of bachelor males to this figure. The household size is 
assumed five in accordance with Ö.L. BARKAN, ‘Tarihi Demografi’ Araştrmalar ve Osmanl Tarihi, in 
“Türkiyat Mecmuas”, 1953, 10, pp. 1-26. 

REGIONAL VARIATION IN THE DISTRIBUTION OF PROPERTY RIGHTS 
  

 

357

of 257 people per village. The settled population in the northern part was 
considerably lower than in the south, which is reflected in the much smaller average 
village size (90 inhabitants). Alongside differences in population density, the two 
areas differed in terms of the composition of the agricultural workforce, too. The 
groups with clan status constituted the main component of the direct producer 
class in the north but held a much smaller share in the southern part, where 
cultivation by regular peasants was the dominant form. This demographic pattern is 
accompanied by the existence of a large population of nomadic clans wandering 
between winter quarters and summer pastures in the north, particularly in the 
northwestern region of Yunddağ. 

Tab. 3.  Crop composition and yields 
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Sources: Manisa tax registers, 1575. 
* Production as wheat equivalent in tons, gross of seed and tithes. 

Table 3 presents the estimated total gross agricultural produce as wheat 
equivalent in tons and crop composition in different areas.16 Grains, particularly 
wheat and barley, predominated in overall agrarian production everywhere in the 
district. The main cash crops in Manisa were cotton and paddy. Viniculture was 
also widespread in several villages, while a variety of crops were cultivated on a 
smaller scale, including sesame, vetch, chickpeas, vegetables, and fruits. A discrep-
ancy across the sub-regions is visible in the productive capacities, crop composi-
tion, and variety. The total agricultural output in the south far exceeded the output 
levels in the other two regions. More than 40% of the total agrarian value produced 
in the south came from crops other than grains, while the significant share of 
cotton production (25%), points to the relative importance of market-oriented 
production in the area. In the north, grain production – mainly for subsistence 
purposes – held a more significant place (75% of overall yields), while paddy, which 
was produced for urban markets, was the most important cash crop. Paddy 

 
16 Agricultural yields are computed from tithes, which was an output tax levied proportionally on 

agricultural yields. Nominal tithe values over different agricultural products were multiplied by the 
relevant rate and the amount of annual gross agricultural yields is obtained in nominal terms. The 
yields were then converted to wheat equivalent in tons, using product prices recorded in the registers. 
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coast, meaning it had no direct access to large markets (although there were two 
local markets in this area, Osmancal and Palamut).  

It is often stated that the organisation of the agricultural production in 
Ottoman Anatolia prior to the nineteenth century was characterised by a high land-
labour ratio. This implied that the limiting factor of production was labour.13 
Throughout the centuries, the central state made systematic efforts to sedentarise 
nomads to expand the agricultural labour force, and to keep peasants on their land 
to maintain continued agricultural production. In this context, the geographical 
distribution of population was a significant factor determining the productive 
capacities of rural communities.  

Tab. 2.  Geographical distribution of  population 

 

Po
pu

la
tio

n 
w

ith
 c

la
n 

st
at

us
 (s

et
tle

d 
an

d 
se

m
i-n

om
ad

ic
) (

N
) 

Pe
as

an
t p

op
ul

at
io

n 
(N

) 

T
ot

al
 p

op
ul

at
io

n 
(N

)*
 

V
ill

ag
es

 (N
) 

Se
tt

le
d 

po
pu

la
tio

n 
pe

r v
ill

ag
e 

(N
) 

R
at

io
 o

f p
op

ul
at

io
n 

w
ith

 c
la

n 
st

at
us

 to
 

re
gu

la
r p

ea
sa

nt
 

po
pu

la
tio

n 

SOUTH 1765 7222 8987 35 257 0.24 

MIDDLE 877 1050 1927 26 74 0.84 

NORTH 2108 1206 3314 37 90 1.75 

Sources: Manisa tax registers, 1575 and F. EMECEN, XVI. asrda Manisa kazas, cit.  
* Excluding nomadic groups.  

In the main, settled peasants with subject status – the regular labour form 
associated with the Ottoman landholding regime during the classical period – and 
settled and semi-nomadic groups with clan status living in or nearby villages 
constituted the agricultural workforce in late-sixteenth-century Manisa.14 Table 2, 
which presents population figures in three sub-regions of the district, reveals a 
significant geographical population concentration and a high density in the 
southern part.15 The total population living in or nearby the 35 villages in the 
sample is estimated at around 9,000 inhabitants, with an average settled population 

 
13 S. PAMUK, Osmanl-Türkiye iktisadi tarihi, 1500-1914, Istanbul 2005 (İletişim), 43.  
14 A considerable share of Turcoman nomads that came to Western Anatolia in the mid-

thirteenth century fleeing the Mongols, became sedentary or adopted a semi-nomadic livelihood over 
time, formally retaining the clan status. They remained an integral part of the rural society throughout 
Anatolia over many centuries.  

15 Total population is computed by multiplying the number of married male adults by the average 
household size and adding the number of bachelor males to this figure. The household size is 
assumed five in accordance with Ö.L. BARKAN, ‘Tarihi Demografi’ Araştrmalar ve Osmanl Tarihi, in 
“Türkiyat Mecmuas”, 1953, 10, pp. 1-26. 
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of 257 people per village. The settled population in the northern part was 
considerably lower than in the south, which is reflected in the much smaller average 
village size (90 inhabitants). Alongside differences in population density, the two 
areas differed in terms of the composition of the agricultural workforce, too. The 
groups with clan status constituted the main component of the direct producer 
class in the north but held a much smaller share in the southern part, where 
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accompanied by the existence of a large population of nomadic clans wandering 
between winter quarters and summer pastures in the north, particularly in the 
northwestern region of Yunddağ. 
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Table 3 presents the estimated total gross agricultural produce as wheat 
equivalent in tons and crop composition in different areas.16 Grains, particularly 
wheat and barley, predominated in overall agrarian production everywhere in the 
district. The main cash crops in Manisa were cotton and paddy. Viniculture was 
also widespread in several villages, while a variety of crops were cultivated on a 
smaller scale, including sesame, vetch, chickpeas, vegetables, and fruits. A discrep-
ancy across the sub-regions is visible in the productive capacities, crop composi-
tion, and variety. The total agricultural output in the south far exceeded the output 
levels in the other two regions. More than 40% of the total agrarian value produced 
in the south came from crops other than grains, while the significant share of 
cotton production (25%), points to the relative importance of market-oriented 
production in the area. In the north, grain production – mainly for subsistence 
purposes – held a more significant place (75% of overall yields), while paddy, which 
was produced for urban markets, was the most important cash crop. Paddy 

 
16 Agricultural yields are computed from tithes, which was an output tax levied proportionally on 

agricultural yields. Nominal tithe values over different agricultural products were multiplied by the 
relevant rate and the amount of annual gross agricultural yields is obtained in nominal terms. The 
yields were then converted to wheat equivalent in tons, using product prices recorded in the registers. 
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cultivation generally took place on the soil along riverbeds, as such areas were 
unsuitable for the cultivation of other crops.17  

From regional differentiation in physical geography, market access conditions, 
population levels and production patterns in late-sixteenth-century Manisa, we now 
turn to the institutions that oversaw property rights. The most important medium 
of the Ottoman state’s control over the agricultural economy was the classical 
landholding regime, which is often associated with “state ownership of land” and 
the central state’s decisive role in the distribution of agrarian rent among landlords. 
In the core lands of the empire (Anatolia and the Balkans), a significant share of 
arable land was registered as “state land,” which could not be bought, sold or 
inherited by private individuals. On such land, surpluses were extracted from direct 
producers in the form of tax revenues which were centrally assigned as annual 
revenue grants to members of the ruling class, particularly military groups, in 
exchange for services. This tax collection and revenue sharing system, which 
emerged in the fourteenth century, was known as the tmar system.  

In previous scholarship, an oversimplified understanding of the classical 
Ottoman landholding regime painted a rigid and schematic picture of rural society 
consisting of a small independent peasantry undifferentiated within itself and a 
state-dependent landlord class with limited powers over direct producers and vis-à-
vis the central state. But in a recent study18 based on empirical evidence from tax 
surveys, we demonstrated that there was a significant level of institutional diversity 
in landholding and surplus-extraction, and that this diversity resulted in a rural 
society composed of many actors with varying degrees of power, rights, authorities, 
and obligations that ushered in a marked socioeconomic hierarchy at the local level. 
The present paper advances the argument a step further by demonstrating that the 
diversity of property rights institutions was not random across space and that even 
within a small area, such as the administrative district of Manisa, the sub-regions 
were characterised by different property and surplus relations, which, in turn, 
created region-specific inequality structures. 

In late-sixteenth-century Manisa, the primary sources point to the existence of a 
multiplicity of actors directly involved in agricultural production under different 
contractual forms. These included settled or village-based semi-nomadic groups 
with clan status who were involved in agricultural activity as tenants or 
sharecroppers; registered peasants on waqf land or private estates; sharecropping 
peasants on imperial domains; peasants cultivating land under simple tenancy 
agreements; tax-exempt groups, including infantrymen, who possessed small 
holdings; owner-occupiers and more. This study limits itself to the two most 
prevalent forms of landholding, which were associated with two different contracts: 
tapu (perpetual lease agreement) and mukataa (simple renting contract).  

Land use by regular peasants under tapu was one of the trademarks of the 
Ottoman landholding regime during the classical period. Under tapu, peasants 
settled and registered in a particular village as the subject of a tmar holder, waqf or 

 
17 F. EMECEN, XVI. asrda Manisa kazas, cit., p. 249.  
18 P. CEYLAN, Land Regime and Social Stratification in sixteenth Century Ottoman Empire, in Inequality 

and Development in Europe, E. THOEN, G. ALFANI eds., Turnhout 2019 (Brepols), forthcoming.  
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freeholder. They possessed hereditary usufruct rights over small holdings, which 
were cultivated with a pair of oxen and family labour. In contrast, settled and semi-
nomadic groups with clan status cultivated land under a mukataa. Plots not given as 
family holdings under tapu, particularly in uninhabited villages, were also given 
under mukataa to landless regular peasants and peasants cultivating small amounts 
of land under tapu elsewhere.19  

An important difference between tapu and mukataa was the legal guarantee that 
the former represented in terms of the security of producers’ property rights over 
arable land. Family holdings under tapu could not be taken from the peasant unless 
the peasant violated the obligations deriving from his status. With appropriate 
authorisation, the peasant could transfer his usufruct rights over the holding to a 
third party, and upon the death of the possessor, the holding was bequeathed to the 
eldest son.20 Hence, the perpetual lease agreement guaranteeing the irrevocable and 
hereditary nature of peasant’s usufruct rights made the peasant the “hereditary 
tenant in perpetuity,”21 protecting him against expropriation and ensuring the 
longevity of the family holding. Unlike tapu, the simple renting contract did not 
recognise the right to transfer the holding to another farmer or bequeath it to sons, 
meaning it did not provide the producer with the same secured position against the 
surplus-extracting class. 

Yet, alongside paying personal and agricultural taxes to the landlord – as well as 
providing him with certain services – tapu arrangements also imposed certain 
limitations in terms of land use and mobility and stipulated some obligations. A 
tapu-bearer could not convert his holding into a pasture, vineyard, or orchard, and 
holdings under tapu could be taken from the peasant and given to someone else if 
they went uncultivated for three consecutive years in the absence of force majeure. 
Moreover, if the peasant left the holding and moved somewhere else, he was liable 
to pay a fine and could be summoned back within 10 years of his departure.22 The 
simple rental contract, however, did not stipulate any such obligations other than 
the payment of relevant taxes; in that sense, it was thus more flexible.  

 Equally importantly, “while the simple rental contract was freely concluded 
between the state and an individual, the tapu implied a certain status stemming from 
an original ‘subjugation’ which entailed, in addition to the tithes, certain personal 
obligations, such as the payment of [personal taxes]”23 that were levied at differing 
rates depending on the peasant’s ability to generate income (extent of land in 
possession and marital status). The simple rental contract conditioned the use of 
land to the payment of a land tax proportional to the area cultivated, alongside 
tithes, but did not stipulate any personal taxes or grant a certain status.  

 
19 H. İNALCIK, State, Land, and Peasant, cit., pp. 108-114.  
20 Ibid., p. 110. 
21 Ö. L. BARKAN, Osmanl imparatorluğu’nda çiftçi snflarn hukuki statüsü, in “Ülkü”, 9, 1937, n. 49, 

pp. 33-48, p. 399. 
22 H. İNALCIK, State, Land and Peasant, cit., pp. 110-111.  
23 Ibid, p.108.  
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19 H. İNALCIK, State, Land, and Peasant, cit., pp. 108-114.  
20 Ibid., p. 110. 
21 Ö. L. BARKAN, Osmanl imparatorluğu’nda çiftçi snflarn hukuki statüsü, in “Ülkü”, 9, 1937, n. 49, 

pp. 33-48, p. 399. 
22 H. İNALCIK, State, Land and Peasant, cit., pp. 110-111.  
23 Ibid, p.108.  
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Tab. 4.  Distribution of  arable land according to contract type 

 TAPU (%) MUKATAA (%) OTHER (%) TOTAL (%) 

SOUTH 49 34 17 100 

MIDDLE 38 46 15 100 

NORTH 29 66 4 100 

     Sources: Manisa tax registers, 1575. 

Table 4 presents the extent of arable land cultivated under tapu and mukataa in 
different parts of Manisa.24 The findings clearly show a regional pattern in forms of 
landholding by producers. In the south, cultivation by regular peasants under 
perpetual lease agreements, which guaranteed the security of peasants’ rights but 
imposed more rigid conditions on producers, was the dominant form. While half of 
the arable land was organised into family holdings under tapu, only a third was given 
according to a simple renting contract. In contrast, in the northern part of the 
district, two-thirds of the arable land was cultivated under the more flexible but 
precarious simple tenancy contract.  

The predominance of simple rental contracts in the north was linked to the 
relative scarcity of peasant labour and the existence of nomadic and semi-nomadic 
populations with clan status in the area. Simple rental contracts offered more 
favourable provisions than perpetual leases and offered advantages for producers, 
such as lower tax liabilities or complete tax exemptions. As such, it was a 
contractual form used particularly to encourage nomadic and semi-nomadic groups 
to settle and cultivate land in uninhabited or sparsely populated areas.25 In the 
south, however, the abundance of peasant labour fostered the regular form of tapu 
holdings by settled peasant families.   

The regional variation is also visible in surplus extraction. Like the direct 
producers’ class, the Ottoman surplus-extracting class was not monolithic or 
undifferentiated. Three categories can be identified within this class. The first were 
locally rooted cavalrymen and other small revenue holders who provided services 
to the state. These were responsible for supervising the use of land by producers; 
possessed limited powers over producers; and earned modest revenues in directly 
collecting taxes from the peasantry.26 The big absentee landlords within the tmar 
system – that is the sultan himself, members of his household, high imperial 
bureaucrats, governors, and members of the military elite – comprised the second 
group. Within this group, alongside the holders of significantly large revenues that 
were farmed or collected by government employees, there were also holders of 
revenues of considerable size, such as local governors of officers in the standing 
army. The third category was the waqfs and private owners, who usually received 

 
24 The extent of arable land cultivated under tapu, mukataa and other contractual forms were 

traced back from the relevant taxes reported in the tax registers in çifts, the Ottoman surface unit.  
25 Ibidem. 
26 S. PAMUK, Osmanl-Türkiye iktisadi tarihi, cit., pp. 47-49. 
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large amounts compared to the big tmar holders. This status granted the owner the 
hereditary and irrevocable right to collect taxes from direct producers, but at the 
rates under state control27.  

Tab. 5.  Distribution of  rural revenues according to landlord groups 

  SOUTH MIDDLE NORTH 

Big absentee lords (%) 68 42 27 

Waqf and freehold (%) 11 5 6 
Cavalrymen, other servants 

(%) 19 48 61 

Mixed (%) 2 6 6 

Total (%) 100 100 100 

         Sources: Manisa tax registers, 1575. 

Table 5 examines the distribution of rural revenues according to landlord 
groups in different sub-regions. In the south, 70% of rural revenues flowed to big 
absentee lords, 10% went to waqfs and private owners, while cavalrymen and other 
servants – the segment perceived as the quintessential component of the Ottoman 
surplus-extraction mechanism – appropriated just 20% of the revenues. In sharp 
contrast, this later category received 60% of the agricultural revenues in the 
northern part of Manisa.  

Overall, a closer look at the evidence from tax surveys from the late sixteenth 
century depicts a meaningful regional pattern in property rights institutions that 
determined the distribution of income within rural society. The two agricultural 
systems in late-sixteenth-century Manisa were associated with different social 
structures. In general, big absentee lords and regular peasants with secure and 
longstanding property rights were the characteristic actors of the agricultural 
economy in the south. In contrast, small lords with limited power on the 
organisation of agricultural production, as well as semi-nomadic and settled groups 
with clan status who benefited from more favourable conditions in the short term 
but lacked secure property rights in the medium term, constituted the major 
components of rural society in the northern part of the district.  

In what follows, this study will examine how this differentiation in social struc-
tures was reflected in inequality regimes. The inequality patterns prevalent in differ-
ent sub-regions of Manisa are evident through a number of indicators at three 
levels: the extraction rate, direct producers’ access to land, and the concentration of 
agrarian surpluses in the hands of the landlords.  

Agrarian-surplus appropriation – in the form of labour, crops, or money rent – 
was the main mechanism that generated inequality within pre-industrial rural 

 
27 P. CEYLAN, Land Regime, cit. 
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27 P. CEYLAN, Land Regime, cit. 
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societies and, as a result, should be central to any insight into socioeconomic 
hierarchies. The Ottoman surplus extraction mechanism was characterised by the 
extraction of rent in the form of tax revenues and was regulated by the agricultural 
codes prepared by the agents of the central government. The rates at which each 
tax was collected in different circumstances, as well as who was responsible for 
paying these taxes, was specified by the formal codes of each province.28 While tax 
rates were generally standard within a province, they varied from one province to 
other depending on the status of the province, the pre-Ottoman taxation rates, and 
the system of taxation.29 This implied that extraction rates were more or less 
constant across large geographical areas and that the Ottoman surplus extractors 
did not have a free hand in determining the rate of taxation. Furthermore, the tax 
burden of the direct producers did not vary depending on the legal status of the 
land or of the landlords. As a rule, the rates in the provincial codes applied to all 
producers, regardless of whether they were cultivating state-owned, waqf or freehold 
land or whether the surplus they generated was appropriated by small service-
dependent landlords, big absentee lords, waqfs, or private owners.  

In this system, the agricultural surplus was appropriated mainly in three 
different tax forms: land and labour-related taxes, production taxes, and trade taxes. 
Land and labour-related taxes involved personal taxes levied on regular peasants at 
differing rates depending on their ability to generate income (like land ownership 
and marital status); and taxes on arable land cultivated under a simple rental 
agreement. Production taxes in rural areas applied to various productive activities in 
agriculture, husbandry, manufacturing, and other rural economic activities such as 
apiculture, milling, fishing, and the like. The most important production tax was the 
tithe, which was collected in-kind at a predetermined rate based on the agricultural 
yields.30 Finally, trade taxes were levied on goods brought to the markets.31  

 
28 M. COŞGEL, The Economics of Ottoman Taxation, University of Connecticut Department of 

Economics Working Paper Series, Working Paper 2004-02, 2004, 3. 
29 Ibid., p. 5.  
30 In Saruhan, the rate of tithes was one-tenth of total output, while an additional one-fortieth 

was imposed on wheat, barley, oat, corn, and rye, which was collected as fodder for the horses of 
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Tab. 6.  Extraction rate and tax categories 

Sources: Manisa tax registers, 1575. 
* Wheat equivalent in tons. 

Table 6 demonstrates the amount of agricultural produce extracted from direct 
producers in the form of taxes as wheat equivalent, as well as its proportion to 
overall yields. Despite significantly different population densities and productivity 
levels (which determined the amount of input and output taxes), no regional 
variation is observed in the level of agrarian surpluses extracted from producers.32 
Expressed as wheat equivalent, the annual gross agricultural production is estimated 
at 4,838 tons in the north and 7,438 tons in the south. From this amount, 967 tons 
and 629 tons, respectively (13% of the gross agricultural yields, and around one-
fifth of the net production in both regions), were transferred to the landlords. Table 
6 also looks at the relative importance of agricultural taxes, particularly tithes, 
within overall revenue. In both areas, agricultural taxes constituted around 90% of 
the appropriated rural surplus, reflecting the well-established fact that agriculture 

 
32 These figures do not include extraordinary taxes imposed by the state on grain production, to 

be paid in-kind in wheat and barley. Besides, the forced government purchases that multiplied over 
the sixteenth century also functioned as a tax. However, it is not possible to determine the burden of 
these impositions, since they were not recorded in the fiscal surveys, while separate records are also 
unavailable. H. İSLAMOĞLU-İNAN, State and Peasant in the Ottoman Empire, cit., p.36.  

 

  SOUTH MIDDLE NORTH 
Tax units (N) 24 22 31 
Rural revenues* 1128.2 445.5 726.5 
Average rural revenue per tax unit* 47.0 20.3 23.4 
Agricultural revenues* 966.6 412.3 629.4 
Agricultural revenues as % of rural 
revenues 86 93 87 

Tithes as % of  agricultural revenue 89 93 91 
Gross agricultural yields* 7438.1 3144.7 4837.9 
Net agricultural yields (lower 
estimate)* 4958.7 2096.5 3225.3 

Net agricultural yields (upper 
estimate)* 5950.5 2515.8 3870.3 

Agricultural surplus transferred to 
landlords as % of gross production 13 13 13 

Agricultural surplus transferred to 
landlords as % of net production (lower 
estimate) 

19 20 20 

Agricultural surplus transferred to 
landlords as % of net production (upper 
estimate) 

16 16 16 



PINAR CEYLAN 
 

 

362

societies and, as a result, should be central to any insight into socioeconomic 
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yields.30 Finally, trade taxes were levied on goods brought to the markets.31  
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was by far the most dominant economic activity in pre-industrial societies. Tithes 
appeared to be the most important tax category.  

While differing extraction rates are often an important source of regional 
variation in the distribution of agricultural revenues within rural societies, inequality 
structures might show regional differences, despite constant rates across space. In 
this respect, another important determinant of rural inequality in the pre-industrial 
setting was inequality in direct producers’ access to land. The Ottoman tax surveys 
provide a less than ideal source to study land allocation within the class of direct 
producers. For one, these sources report the amounts of land held by regular 
peasants in a soil-controlled measurement unit (çift) that masks the real level of 
inequality in access to land. For another, only the size of regular peasant plots held 
under perpetual lease agreements were systematically recorded in these surveys, 
meaning it is only possible to estimate land cultivated under simple rent contracts 
as a lump sum amount. Nevertheless, the available information can provide us with 
some clues as to the distribution of land use rights and help us understand whether 
there was a regional differentiation in the pattern of distribution.  

Tab. 7.  Ratio of  landless to landed peasants and estimated average plot size 

  

Landless 
peasants 

(N) 

Landed 
peasants 

(N) 

Ratio of 
landless to 

landed  

Average 
plot size 

in 
hectares    
(Lower 

estimate) 

Average 
plot size 

in 
hectares    
(Upper 

estimate) 

Ratio of 
plots 

smaller than 
one çift to 

one çift and 
larger 

SOUTH 1080 1226 0.88 2.1 3.4 20.7 

MIDDLE 125 184 0.68 2.9 4.6 4.6 

NORTH 138 208 0.66 4.6 6.4 3.6 

Sources: Manisa tax registers, 1575. 

Table 7 reports the ratio of landless to landed peasants and the estimated 
average plot size in three sub-regions on the basis of two indicators that can be 
constructed based on data from tax surveys. The findings suggest that in the 
densely populated south, opportunities of access to land for producers was 
significantly more limited than in the northern part. In villages located in the south, 
the number of landless peasants equaled that of the landed peasantry, and the 
arable land was divided into small plots estimated at an average of between 2 (lower 
estimate) and 3.5 hectares (upper estimate). In the north, the average estimated plot 
size (between 4.6 and 6.4 hectares) was more than double the average plot size in 
the south, while the ratio of landless to landed peasants was 20% lower.   

 
Another aspect of access to land that is often ignored in the relevant literature 

is common use rights. While tax surveys are silent as to how agricultural production 
was organised and resources were managed in villages inhabited by semi-nomadic 
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and settled groups with clan status, the collective tax liability and other collective 
services imposed on the population with clan status, the nature of their livelihood, 
kin relations, the requirements of the physical environment in the highlands, and 
the availability of large common lands (woodlands, pastures, and the like) are highly 
likely to have led to a more collaborative system in the northern part of the district, 
where these groups constituted the major component of the agricultural labour 
pool.   

The third level of rural inequality this paper investigates is the concentration of 
agrarian surplus within the landlord class. In pre-industrial societies, the questions 
of how the agricultural surplus extracted from direct producers was shared among 
the landlords, as well as whether high amounts of surplus were concentrated in the 
hands of the few or distributed equally among several small landlords, especially 
matter with respect to the commercialisation of the agricultural economy. It is 
widely argued that a certain level of surplus concentration was a prerequisite for the 
emergence and developments of markets. 

Tab. 8.  Size distribution of  annual revenues of  landlords and mean revenue  

  N Total 
revenue*

Mean  
revenue*

<5 tons 
(%) 

5 -10 
tons 
(%) 

10-20 
tons 
(%) 

20-30  
tons 
(%) 

>30 
 tons 
(%) 

SOUTH 31 1128.2 36.4 6 32 23 10 29 

MIDDLE 34 445.5 13.1 26 26 35 6 6 

NORTH 65 726.5 11.2 31 32 23 8 6 

Sources: Manisa tax registers, 1575. 
* Wheat equivalent in tons. 

The size distribution of annual revenues received by landlords in Manisa in the 
late sixteenth century is presented in Table 8. In terms of the distribution of feudal 
rent, the findings point to a sharp regional variation in the district. Rural surpluses 
were highly concentrated in the south, where the mean annual revenue received by 
landlords equalled 36.4 tons of wheat. Here, the top 30% of landlords had annual 
revenues equal to or greater than 30 tons. In contrast, the mean revenue equalled 
11.2 tons in the north, where only the top 10% received annual revenues equal to 
or greater than 20 tons of wheat. More than half of the landlords in this part re-
ceived modest revenues of less than 10 tons.  

Ultimately, we need to ask how we can account for the regional differences in 
property rights structures and inequality patterns. For this, there are two possible 
explanations that are consistent with the available evidence in sixteenth-century 
Manisa. The first explanation concerns the physical environment and crop patterns. 
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and settled groups with clan status, the collective tax liability and other collective 
services imposed on the population with clan status, the nature of their livelihood, 
kin relations, the requirements of the physical environment in the highlands, and 
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Engerman and Sokoloff33 argue for an association between crop type and 
inequality. They claim that regions where the soil and the climate were suitable for 
the cultivation of certain cash crops, such as cotton, sugar, coffee, and rice, were 
historically marked by highly unequal property rights structures because scale 
economies exhibited by the cultivation of these crops favoured plantations or large-
scale farms. In contrast, small production and an egalitarian structure prevailed in 
places where grain was the dominant crop, as economies of scale were limited for 
grain cultivation.  

Interestingly, despite the general prevalence of small landholdings and typical 
absence of large-scale farms, the connection between high levels of inequality and 
cash crop production is also visible in rural Ottoman Manisa. To a large extent, 
cotton production on the southern plain of Turgutlu took place on imperial lands, 
with the revenues going to the sultan and members of his household. These 
domains were managed by state officials appointed by the central government with 
the prime aim of maximising revenues. It implied that producers on these lands 
directly interacted with the state, rather than intermediaries, and were subject to 
higher levels of exploitation. This concerned both the regular peasants who had 
settled on imperial domains and other populations with servile or semi-servile 
obligations.34  

Nevertheless, the production of cash crops in Manisa was not limited to 
imperial domains, and we have seen that tax revenues from land were divided into 
larger fiscal units in the south, even when cultivation occurred on fragmented 
peasant holdings under tapu. This suggests that at least part of the explanation 
should be linked to trade and markets, rather than in economies of scale in the 
cultivation of cash crops. Since a great deal of the surplus appropriated by landlords 
was in-kind, it follows that the concentration of agricultural surpluses in the hands 
of a few big lords was rational only if the amounts appropriated could be 
transferred to large markets and converted to cash. Thus, it would not be 
misleading to argue that higher degrees of surplus concentration could only be 
observed in regions with easy access to big urban centres or distant markets. 
Alongside proximity to large towns, proximity to ports was also an important 
determinant of market access given the high costs of land transport in the pre-
industrial world. From this perspective, the distribution of the agricultural surplus 
among small landlords in the north of Manisa, in contrast to the prevalence of big 
absentee lords in the south (which was directly linked to the Aegean coast), does 
not seem surprising.  

CONCLUSION 

Existing scholarship has argued that the Ottoman central government of the 
fifteenth and sixteenth centuries played a decisive role in distributing property 
rights over arable land and organising agricultural production at the local level. Fur-

 
33 K.L. SOKOLOFF, S.L. ENGERMAN, Institutions, factor endowments, and paths of development in the new 

world, in “Journal of Economic Perspectives”, 14, 2000, n. 3, pp. 217-232. 
34 S. PAMUK, Osmanl-Türkiye iktisadi tarihi, cit., p. 51. 
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thermore, it has argued that it did so by implementing a landholding regime in Ana-
tolia and the Balkans that it centrally designated, monitored, and enforced. Employ-
ing tax surveys from the late sixteenth century in the Western Anatolian district of 
Manisa, this study has attempted to show that while the influence of the central 
state on the local agricultural economy was not negligible, it did not create a social 
structure that was homogeneous across space. The findings suggest that, as in other 
pre-industrial Eurasian settings, a multiplicity of agricultural production systems as-
sociated with different property and surplus relations existed even within a small 
area in the Ottoman realm as well. The social structures resulting from region-
specific combinations of property rights institutions, in turn, created different ine-
quality regimes.   

Based on the findings from tax surveys, this undertaking identified two differ-
ent agricultural production systems associated with different inequality structures in 
late-sixteenth-century Manisa. The fertile Turgutlu plain in the Gediz River Valley 
was linked to the Aegean coast via a natural passageway, allowing it to benefit from 
favourable market access conditions. The area produced considerable amounts of 
cash crops, particularly cotton, and grains constituted a lower share of the overall 
produce compared to the north. The high degree of commercialisation and the re-
sultant market-oriented production seem to have characterised the agricultural pro-
duction system in the area. On the production side, a high population density, and, 
thus, an abundance of agricultural labour, was the main characteristic. The agricul-
tural workforce in the area mainly consisted of regular peasants cultivating their 
family holdings, while a dominant share of the agrarian surplus that these peasants 
generated was appropriated by big absentee lords, waqfs and private owners. Per-
petual lease agreements, which recognised peasants’ longstanding property rights 
over land and which stipulated several obligations on the producers to maintain ag-
ricultural production, was the prevalent land use contract. In the southern part of 
Manisa, the high ratio of landless to landed peasants and considerably small plot 
sizes reflect direct producers’ limited access to land. While land was extremely di-
vided in physical terms, the distribution of income from land within the surplus-
extracting class showed a different picture. Agrarian revenues were transferred to a 
relatively small number of landlords in the form of large revenue units, and hence, 
agrarian surpluses were concentrated in the hands of a few.  

The agricultural production system in the north of Manisa (Yunddağ and 
Palamut) differed from that in the south in several respects. This mountainous area, 
large parts of which were unsuitable for cultivation, was separated from the coast. 
Unfavourable market access conditions were accompanied by a crop composition 
dominated by grains. The limited amounts of marketable surplus were mainly sold 
at the two local markets in the area. The density of the region’s settled population 
was also low, and there were many nomads who wandered between winter quarters 
and summer pastures. The settled population, in turn, mainly consisted of groups 
with clan status – rather than regular peasants – who lived in or near villages. 
Groups with clan status cultivated the land under simple rent contracts that did not 
guarantee producers’ longstanding and secure property rights over land, although it 
did provide them with more favourable conditions in accessing land and often low-
er tax liability that encouraged them to engage in agricultural production. The feu-
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dal rent in the region was transferred mainly to cavalrymen and other lower serv-
ants of the state who earned modest incomes and exercised only limited power 
over the producers. In the villages located in the northern part of the district, larger 
plot sizes, fewer landless producers, and possible access to common use rights 
point to more ample and equal opportunities in land access for direct producers. At 
the same time, the agrarian surplus extracted from producers was distributed rela-
tively equally within the landlords’ class at a low level of concentration.   

 
Overall, higher levels of inequality were observed in the densely populated, 

more developed and highly commercialised area in southern Manisa, whereas a 
more egalitarian socioeconomic structure prevailed in the mountainous northern 
part that was inhabited by a high number of tribal groups. While stressing the ne-
cessity of a comparative regional approach in studying rural inequality in pre-
industrial societies, these results also lend support to arguments that inequality lev-
els in these societies were positively associated with the level of market develop-
ment and population.  
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INTRODUCTION 

The historical study of economic inequality has attracted considerable attention 
in recent years, even though the topic is not entirely new. Urban historians have 
already noticed the skewed distribution of wealth and income typical of late 
medieval cities and towns, as for example in Norwich, Augsburg or Ghent.1 
Moreover, two decades ago, Lee Soltow and Jan Luiten van Zanden wrote a 
seminal study on economic inequality in the northern Low Countries, in which they 
offer a broader analysis of its development and causes in the pre-industrial era.2 
Nonetheless, the compelling argument made by Thomas Piketty about the rise of 
economic inequality in the closing decades of the twentieth century has inspired 
historians to revisit the long-term historical evolution of inequality.3 The most 
prominent recent work is being conducted by Guido Alfani, who leads a major 
research project that reconstructs and compares inequality trends across premodern 
Europe.4 On his part, Wouter Ryckbosch has published a more detailed picture of 
urban inequality trends in the premodern Low Countries.5 These studies have 
significantly increased our understanding of the historical development of 
economic inequality: apart from during a short period after the Black Death, the 
level of inequality appears to have risen slowly and incrementally across Europe, 
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pp. 49‑69; J. JAHN, Die Augsburger Sozialstruktur im 15. Jahrhundert, in Geschichte der Stadt Augsburg von der 
Römerzeit bis zur Gegenwart, G. GOTTLIEB, W. BAER, J. BECKER eds., Stuttgart 1984, pp. 187‑193; Studiën 
betreffende de sociale strukturen te Brugge, Kortrijk en Gent in de 14e en 15e eeuw, I-III, W.P. BLOCKMANS, I. DE 
MEYER, J. MERTENS, J.A. VAN HOUTTE, H.VAN WEVERKE eds., Heule 1971. 

2 L. SOLTOW, J.L VAN ZANDEN, Income and Wealth Inequality in the Netherlands, 16th-20th Century, 
Amsterdam, 1998. 

3 T. PIKETTY, Capital in the Twenty-First Century, Cambridge, MA, 2014. 
4 G. ALFANI, M. DI TULLIO, The Lion’s Share: Inequality and the Rise of the Fiscal State in Preindustrial 

Europe, Cambridge 2019. 
5 W. RYCKBOSCH, Economic Inequality and Growth Before the Industrial Revolution: the Case of the Low 

Countries (fourteenth to nineteenth Centuries), in “European Review of Economic History”, 20, 2016, pp. 
1‑22. 
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although this general trend was regionally differentiated.6 The causes of this trend, 
however, remain poorly understood, as do their real impact on the lives of men and 
women living in premodern European societies. 

Historians have put forward several possible explanations for the increase of 
economic inequality in premodern Europe. Van Zanden, for example, has 
demonstrated that economic expansion in the premodern era was coupled with a 
considerable growth in inequality, a process to which, according to him, 
urbanisation and changes in the functional distribution of income contributed more 
than did an increase in the skill premium.7 Recently, Alfani and Ryckbosch have 
shown that economic growth offers no conclusive explanation for the estimated 
trend of rising inequality, which was even more pronounced in those regions that 
experienced economic stagnation, as central-northern Italy did, for example, in 
contrast to the Low Countries during the same period. Non-egalitarian inheritance 
systems and differences in kinship structures did not have a differentiated effect on 
inequality either; they rather point to a number of other factors that had an impact 
on economic (re)distribution: increasing proletarianisation and the formation of a 
more centralised fiscal state contributed to growing disparities, while the presence 
of representative political institutions and a relatively progressive fiscal system with 
higher social expenditure suppressed this increase of economic inequality slightly.8 
These findings, and the ongoing debate, illustrate the preliminary nature of our 
understanding of the causes and effects of long-term trends of economic inequality 
in premodern Europe. 

The recent macro-economic focus on the evolution and causes of inequality, 
relying on cross-regional statistical analyses of aggregated data from extant fiscal 
sources, implicates that the micro-economic effects of disparities in wealth and in-
come distribution at the household level have drawn less interest from historians. 
Arguably, adopting such an approach could make the factors and processes that 
drove the evolution of inequality more observable, as is shown by a notable excep-
tion: the article by Jord Hanus on the Brabantine city of ’s-Hertogenbosch, in 
which he argues that the social consequences of economic developments deserve 
more attention from economic historians.9 Specifically, he demonstrates for his 
case study how household composition and relative prices had an impact on real 

 
6 G. ALFANI, W. RYCKBOSCH, Growing Apart in Early Modern Europe? A Comparison of Inequality 

Trends in Italy and the Low Countries, 1500-1800, in “Explorations in Economic History”, 62, 2016, pp. 
143‑153. 

7 J.L. VAN ZANDEN, Tracing the Beginning of the Kuznets Curve: Western Europe during the Early Modern 
Period, in “The Economic History Review”, 48, 1995, pp. 643‑664; cf. B. MILANOVIĆ, Global Inequality: 
A New Approach for the Age of Globalization, Cambridge, MA, 2016, p. 69: “…inequality expands and 
contracts in preindustrial economies against a broadly unchanging mean income, driven by accidental 
or exogenous events such as epidemics, discoveries, or wars. Absent are the endogenous forces of 
economic development that we in the modern era assume to be the forces that affect inequality.” 

8 G. ALFANI, W. RYCKBOSCH, Growing apart in early modern Europe?, cit., p. 152, and for an 
extensive discussion: G. ALFANI, M. DI TULLIO, The Lion’s Share, cit., chapter 4. 

9 J. HANUS, Real Inequality in the Early Modern Low Countries: the City of ’s-Hertogenbosch, 1500-1660, in 
“The Economic History Review”, 66, 2013, pp. 733‑756. 
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inequality, a fact which is not captured by common measurements of nominal eco-
nomic inequality.10 This insight, and micro-economic approaches, are also central to 
the efforts by present-day (inter)national bodies to measure human well-being in a 
broader way than merely relying on macro-economic indicators such as GDP 
trends. The CES Recommendations on Measuring Sustainable Development (2014), for ex-
ample, offer a framework for measuring human well-being in multiple ways (includ-
ing inequality as an important driver of well-being) and for taking its geographical 
and intergenerational distributions into account.11 

The present contribution, then, focuses on the micro-economic determinants 
and effects of economic inequality at a local, urban level. It raises the question of 
how to develop alternative, complementary ways of getting a better grip on inequal-
ity in past (urban) societies that incorporate indicators of the broader effects of so-
cial and economic disparities. Ideally, these measures would also be less dependent 
on the fiscal records from which the distribution of wealth and income distribu-
tions are commonly inferred, but which are not widely available for premodern Eu-
rope. Studies both by archaeologists and social scientists on socio-spatial equality or 
equity suggest that spatial analysis might offer an alternative measure of inequality 
that can also be applied to premodern urban societies.12 Therefore, with the late 
medieval Dutch town of Leiden serving as a case study, this contribution explores 
the spatial distribution of social and economic indicators, as well as the spatial 
accessibility of certain public facilities and services to urbanites. Spatial equity 
defines the relative access households or individuals have to certain (public) 
services or resources in geographic terms. This spatial accessibility can be measured 
and geo-visualised, for example, by calculating the shortest or real routes by means 
of a route network analysis. For Leiden, a preliminary analysis reveals different 
patterns of spatial accessibility within town walls, which did not necessarily 
correlate with other distributional patterns of indicators of socio-economic status. 
Although it can be assumed that the (contingent) urban morphology and 
geographic context affected the spatial distribution of resources and the relative 
accessibility of services,13 these determinants should be considered in relation to 
other political, economic and socio-cultural variables. The notion of spatial equity 

 
10 See, also for this point: P.T. HOFFMAN, D.S. JACKS, P.A. LEVIN, P.H. LINDERT, Real Inequality 

in Europe since 1500, in “The Journal of Economic History”, 62, 2002, pp. 322‑355. 
11 UNECE, Conference of European Statisticians Recommendations on Measuring Sustainable Development 

(2014), unece.org/fileadmin/DAM/stats/publications/2013/CES_SD_web.pdf (accessed 1 March 
2019). 

12 B.W. STANLEY, T.J. DENNEHY, M.E. SMITH, B.L. STARK, A.M. YORK, G.L. COWGILL, J. 
NOVIC, J. EK, Service Access in Premodern Cities: An Exploratory Comparison of Spatial Equity, in “Journal of 
Urban History”, 42, 2016, pp. 121‑144; E. TALEN, Geovisualization of Spatial Equity, in The SAGE 
Handbook of GIS and Society, T. NYERGES, H. COUCLELIS, R. MCMASTER eds., London 2011, pp. 
458‑479. 

13 See, for the importance and measurement of inter and intra-urban inequalities in contemporary 
societies, E.L. GLAESER, M. RESSEGER, K. TOBIO, Inequality in Cities, in “Journal of Regional 
Science”, 49, 2009, pp. 617‑646; A. MICHEL, A. RIBARDIÈRE, Identifier les ressources urbaines pour lire les 
inégalités socio-spatiales. Introduction, in “EchoGéo”, 39, 2017, pp. 1-7. 
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here refers to a process rather than to an (ideal) outcome, and it will be argued that 
measuring spatial or service (in)equity patterns can provide a complementary 
indication of disparities in premodern urban well-being and the opportunities 
individuals had to improve their living conditions through residential choice. 

Before turning to the relevant conceptual and methodological issues in more 
detail, the case study of late medieval Leiden is briefly introduced. The second part 
of this contribution discusses the spatial patterns of economic inequality and social 
segregation, and is followed by an exploratory examination of location-based 
inequalities in sixteenth-century Leiden. Since the study is limited to one town, only 
intra-urban inequalities can be examined. Nonetheless, this allows for a critical 
assessment of the applicability of the methodology of measuring inter-urban spatial 
equity in premodern Europe. 

LATE MEDIEVAL LEIDEN 

Leiden was a relative latecomer in the urban landscape of the Low Countries, 
but the Dutch town grew rapidly from the fourteenth century onwards. Halfway 
through that century, it counted an estimated 4,000 inhabitants, but this number 
increased to about 6,000 in 1440 and further to 12,000 by the end of the fifteenth 
century. Leiden maintained this approximate population level until the last decade 
of the sixteenth century (the Spanish Siege of 1573-74 was a turning point, when, 
after a short slump, the population grew rapidly after 1581).14 The initial growth of 
the urban population was contained within the town walls of 1389, as the town was 
only physically expanded again in the early seventeenth century to handle the large 
influx of migrants. Between 1581 and 1606, the town’s building density increased 
significantly to cope with the rapid growth of the population.15 The start of the 
demographic growth of Leiden coincided with the rapid development of Holland’s 
economy in the fourteenth century.16 The town developed into an important centre 
of cloth production, involving the import of high-quality English wool and the 
export of finished products to international markets. The textile sector flourished 
until the last decade of the fifteenth century. The urban authorities were unable to 
reverse the decline that subsequently set in due to political uncertainty and 
changing market conditions, despite the various protective measures that they 

 
14 A. VAN STEENSEL, Mapping Medieval Leiden: Residential and Occupational Topographies, in Trabajar en 

la ciudad medieval europea, J.Á. SOLÓRZANO TELECHEA, A. SOUSA MELO eds., Logroño 2018, p. 254. 
Leiden’s census records from 1574 and 1581 have been recently republished by a group of volunteers 
led by Martin Hooymans. In 1574, Leiden counted 12,543 inhabitants and 3,043 households, and, in 
1581, 12,243 and 2,785 households; M. HOOYMANS, ‘Dataset: Volkstelling Leiden 1581 (deel 1)’, 
DANS, 2018, https://doi.org/10.17026/dans-zwa-xdxy. The 1581-census has been subject to an 
elaborate socio-demographic analysis by F. DAELEMANS, Leiden 1581. Een socio-demografisch onderzoek, in 
“AAG bijdragen”, 19, 1975, pp. 137‑215. 

15 F. DAELEMANS, Leiden 1581, cit., pp. 187-188. 2,686 houses were inhabited in 1581, and 4,886 
in 1606, an increase of 82 per cent.  

16 B.J.P. VAN BAVEL, J.L. VAN ZANDEN, The Jump-Start of the Holland Economy during the Late-
Medieval Crisis, c.1350-c.1500, in “The Economic History Review”, 57, 2004, pp. 503‑532. 
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took.17 Other economic activities in and around Leiden were of secondary 
importance, such as trading, brewing, victualling, manufacturing and servicing. 

The economic importance of the drapery sector was reflected in Leiden’s 
political and social structures. The town’s political and economic elites largely 
overlapped, and they exerted strict control over the urban economy, excluding 
organisations of artisans and the labourers from positions of formal political 
influence, although these groups functioned as occupational brotherhoods in the 
fifteenth and sixteenth centuries. The coalition of magistrates and ‘industrial 
capitalists’ managed to implement a repressive wage policy in the textile industry, 
which in the long run negatively affected the purchasing power of a significant 
share of the urban labour force.18 The social and economic conditions in late 
medieval Leiden resulted in a process of proletarianisation, although the 
distribution of wealth and income was not as skewed as in other European textile 
centres, mainly because the households belonging to the top tier of wealth 
distribution were not extraordinarily wealthy from a comparative point of view. A 
wealth tax of one per cent levied in 1498 shows that 56 per cent of households 
were living at a subsistence level: 883 out of 3,010 registered households were 
deemed too poor to contribute or were exempted for other reasons, while the 
wealth of another 762 households was assessed at less than 25 pounds (equivalent 
to about a 100 days’ wages of a master mason).19 This meant that, at times, a large 
share of the urban population relied on social assistance, putting a strain on 
Leiden’s charitable institutions over the course of the sixteenth century. Dirk Jaap 
Noordam has calculated that the number of indigent urbanites that received some 
form of social support (annual distribution of doles of bread and bacon by the 
town’s main charitable body, the so-called Table of the Holy Ghost) rose from 
1,600 in 1495 to 2,530 in 1570 (a steady rise from 13 to 22 per cent of the total 
population respectively).20 

 
17 N.W.POSTHUMUS, De geschiedenis van de Leidsche lakenindustrie. De middeleeuwen (veertiende tot 

zestiende eeuw), The Hague 1908. 
18 H. BRAND, P. STABEL, De ontwikkeling van vollerslonen in enkele laat-middeleeuwse textielcentra in de 

Nederlanden. Een poging tot reconstructie, in Peasants and townsmen in medieval Europe. Studia in honorem Adriaan 
Verhulst, J.-M. DUVOSQUEL, E. THOEN eds., Ghent 1995, pp. 203‑222. Historians have disagreed on 
the question whether Leiden’s economy was capitalistic in nature, or rather an example of an 
alternative economic system of small commodity production; R.S. DUPLESSIS, M.C. HOWELL, 
Reconsidering the Early modern Urban Economy: the Cases of Leiden and Lille, in “Past and Present”, 94, 1982, 
pp. 49‑84; H. BRAND, Urban Policy or Personal Government. The Involvement of the Urban Elite in the Economy 
of Leiden at the End of the Middle Ages, in Economic Policy since the Late Middle Ages. The Visible Hand and the 
Fortune of Cities, H. DIEDERIKS, P.M. HOHENBERG, M. WAGENAAR eds., Leicester 1992, pp. 17‑35. 

19 D.J. NOORDAM, Leiden in last. De financiële positie van de Leidenaren aan het einde van de Middeleeuwen, 
in “Jaarboek der sociale en economische geschiedenis van Leiden en omstreken”, 13, 2002, pp. 16-40. 

20 Ibid., pp. 19-20; H. BRAND, Sociale omstandigheden en charitatieve zorg, in Leiden tot 1574. De 
geschiedenis van een Hollandse stad, ed. J.W. MARSILJE, Leiden 2003, pp. 114‑150. 
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14 A. VAN STEENSEL, Mapping Medieval Leiden: Residential and Occupational Topographies, in Trabajar en 

la ciudad medieval europea, J.Á. SOLÓRZANO TELECHEA, A. SOUSA MELO eds., Logroño 2018, p. 254. 
Leiden’s census records from 1574 and 1581 have been recently republished by a group of volunteers 
led by Martin Hooymans. In 1574, Leiden counted 12,543 inhabitants and 3,043 households, and, in 
1581, 12,243 and 2,785 households; M. HOOYMANS, ‘Dataset: Volkstelling Leiden 1581 (deel 1)’, 
DANS, 2018, https://doi.org/10.17026/dans-zwa-xdxy. The 1581-census has been subject to an 
elaborate socio-demographic analysis by F. DAELEMANS, Leiden 1581. Een socio-demografisch onderzoek, in 
“AAG bijdragen”, 19, 1975, pp. 137‑215. 

15 F. DAELEMANS, Leiden 1581, cit., pp. 187-188. 2,686 houses were inhabited in 1581, and 4,886 
in 1606, an increase of 82 per cent.  

16 B.J.P. VAN BAVEL, J.L. VAN ZANDEN, The Jump-Start of the Holland Economy during the Late-
Medieval Crisis, c.1350-c.1500, in “The Economic History Review”, 57, 2004, pp. 503‑532. 
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took.17 Other economic activities in and around Leiden were of secondary 
importance, such as trading, brewing, victualling, manufacturing and servicing. 
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which in the long run negatively affected the purchasing power of a significant 
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population respectively).20 

 
17 N.W.POSTHUMUS, De geschiedenis van de Leidsche lakenindustrie. De middeleeuwen (veertiende tot 

zestiende eeuw), The Hague 1908. 
18 H. BRAND, P. STABEL, De ontwikkeling van vollerslonen in enkele laat-middeleeuwse textielcentra in de 

Nederlanden. Een poging tot reconstructie, in Peasants and townsmen in medieval Europe. Studia in honorem Adriaan 
Verhulst, J.-M. DUVOSQUEL, E. THOEN eds., Ghent 1995, pp. 203‑222. Historians have disagreed on 
the question whether Leiden’s economy was capitalistic in nature, or rather an example of an 
alternative economic system of small commodity production; R.S. DUPLESSIS, M.C. HOWELL, 
Reconsidering the Early modern Urban Economy: the Cases of Leiden and Lille, in “Past and Present”, 94, 1982, 
pp. 49‑84; H. BRAND, Urban Policy or Personal Government. The Involvement of the Urban Elite in the Economy 
of Leiden at the End of the Middle Ages, in Economic Policy since the Late Middle Ages. The Visible Hand and the 
Fortune of Cities, H. DIEDERIKS, P.M. HOHENBERG, M. WAGENAAR eds., Leicester 1992, pp. 17‑35. 

19 D.J. NOORDAM, Leiden in last. De financiële positie van de Leidenaren aan het einde van de Middeleeuwen, 
in “Jaarboek der sociale en economische geschiedenis van Leiden en omstreken”, 13, 2002, pp. 16-40. 

20 Ibid., pp. 19-20; H. BRAND, Sociale omstandigheden en charitatieve zorg, in Leiden tot 1574. De 
geschiedenis van een Hollandse stad, ed. J.W. MARSILJE, Leiden 2003, pp. 114‑150. 
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ECONOMIC DISPARITIES AND SOCIAL SEGREGATION 

The distribution of wealth and income amongst the households in premodern 
Leiden has been analysed statistically by several historians, who have drawn on 
fiscal records extant from the fifteenth century onwards. Soltow and Van Zanden, 
for example, used the wealth tax of 1498 and a tax on rental values of homes from 
1561 for their calculation of wealth and income inequality in Leiden (Gini’s of 0.84 
and 0.45 respectively).21  

Fig. 1.  The spatial distribution of  income based on rental values in Leiden, 1561, 
showing the average income per household per ward (darker is higher) 

 

The available fiscal data have also been analysed from a geographical 
perspective to uncover spatial patterns of social segregation. Leiden’s eighteen 
administrative wards (bonnen) are used as units of analysis for this purpose, even 
though these boundaries were rather arbitrary, and the social composition of the 
wards too heterogenous, to make meaningful observations about the distribution of 

 
21 L. SOLTOW, J.L VAN ZANDEN, Income and Wealth Inequality in the Netherlands, cit., p. 51.  
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social and economic variables. Hence, spatial patterns of social and economic 
segregation or clustering remain concealed at the aggregate level of the wards. For 
this reason, Tim Bisschops has already explored the possibility of a parcel-based 
analysis of the distribution of wealth and income amongst households to offer a 
more refined view of changes in the spatial distribution patterns.22 

Fig. 2.  The spatial distribution of  income based on rental values in Leiden, 1561, 
showing income per household (darker is higher) 

 

 
A parcel-based historical GIS has been developed for sixteenth-century Leiden 

in the meantime, enabling the geo-visualisation and analysis of geo-coded 
information about the social and economic characteristics of households, such as 
wealth, income, household size, ownership, tenancy or occupation, which can be 

 
22 T. BISSCHOPS, Ruimtelijke vermogensverhoudingen in Leiden (1438-1561): een pleidooi voor een 

perceelsgewijze analyse van steden en stedelijke samenlevingen in de Lage Landen, in “Stadsgeschiedenis”, 2, 2007, 
pp. 121‑138; A.J. BRAND, Leiden rond 1500. Een pre-industriële stad onder spanning, in “Leids Jaarboekje”, 
100, 2008, pp. 95‑120. 
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gleaned from various fiscal and census records.23 Unfortunately, these sources often 
lack a precise identification of location, meaning that some locations have been 
interpolated only from parcels that can be linked to households with certainty. 
Figures 1 and 2 show the distribution of income based on the tax on rental values 
of houses in 1561 at both the aggregate level of the wards and of the parcels.24 The 
first map shows the relative difference between the average income per household 
per ward, which varied between the central bon of Wanthuis (average value of 21,5 
guilders) and the small, south-eastern bon of Levendaal (average value of 5,3 
guilders). Thus, the rental average value in Wanthuis was four times higher than in 
Levendaal, while the mean value for the whole town was eleven guilders. This gives 
a very crude impression of the distribution rental values as a proxy for income 
inequality in Leiden.25 The second map gives a more refined, but difficult to 
visualise in greyscale, picture of the distribution of income (each dot represents a 
household, clustered into 32 income categories and linked to a geo-referenced 
parcel). 
 

The parcel map demonstrates that the ward boundaries indeed conceal the 
clusters of houses with higher rental values along the town’s main street (Breestraat) 
and waterways, the River Rhine, which split at the west point of the bon of 
Burchstreng, the canal that ran north of the bon of Nieuwland, or the canal that 
separated the bon of Hooigracht from that of Kerkvierendeel. Furthermore, the parcel 
map puts the low averages in the wards of Rapenburg, Overmare Landzijde and 
Marendorp Landzijde into perspective, as these newer parts of the medieval town 
were less densely populated than other peripheral wards. Several religious 
institutions and public facilities, such as convents and shooting ranges, were located 
in these three bonnen, which were consequently less densely built and populated.26 

 
23 A. VAN STEENSEL, Mapping Medieval Leiden, cit. 
24 Owners and renters of properties assesed at less than six guilders were exempted from the tax 

of ten per cent on all real estate, but they are listed in the register. A draft copy can be found at 
ERFGOED LEIDEN EN OMSTREKEN (ELO), Archief der Secretarie van de stad Leiden I (SAI), no. 993, 
which was compared to the final version of the register at the NATIONAAL ARCHIEF, DEN HAAG 
(NA), Staten van Holland voor 1572 (SH), no. 1330. 

25 Rental values are used as a proxy for income, although this method is problematic. W.C. 
BOESCHOTEN, E. VAN MANEN, Een welstandsverdeling van Haarlem in 1543. Kwantitatieve toetsing van een 
zestiende-eeuwse fiscale bron, in “BMGN - Low Countries Historical Review”, 98, 1983, pp. 523-539, have 
demonstrated that the assessment of the rental value of properties inhabited by owners was lower 
than the market rental value of properties rented out. Furthermore, the tax was regressive, because 
rental values did not increase proportionally with market values of properties. Taking these issues into 
account, the Gini calculated on the basis of a tax register for Haarlem from 1543 had to be corrected 
(resulting in an increase of fifty per cent from 0.34 to 0.50). In contrast to Haarlem, the Leiden tax 
register from 1561 includes the rental values of all houses (also those below the treshold of six 
guilders). 

26 Rapenburg, Nieuwland and Levendaal were the last medieval wards (developed in 1386/1389). 
However, building and population densities varied strongly within these wards in the sixteenth 
century. For example, the northern and southern sections of Rapenburg were densely built and 
inhabited, while the middle section - where the university is now located - remained relatively open, 
with expensive properties along the canal bordering to the oldest part of Leiden. See, for the 
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The differences in population density are revealed by the census of 1574: the wards 
of Rapenburg and Marendorp Landzijde counted respectively 74,8 and 104,6 
inhabitants per hectare, while the eastern, older wards of Sint Nicolaasgracht and 
Levendaal had ratios of respectively 120,7 and 144,9 (mean average for Leiden was 
120,7 inhabitants per hectare).27 The wealthiest ward was the most densely 
populated, as Wanthuis counted 201,3 inhabitants per hectare, although in general 
the correlation between average income and population density was not very 
strong. 

 Finally, as other urban historians have already pointed out, the geographic 
distribution of income inequality in sixteenth-century Leiden problematises Gideon 
Sjoberg’s theory about the spatial organisation of pre-industrial cities that proposes 
a concentric model with social degradation extending from core to periphery. The 
spatial configuration of premodern towns was in fact not characterised by static 
social or occupational zoning, resulting in a strict social segregation between 
groups, but was instead varied, showing patterns of social heterogeneity and change 
over time.28 In the case of Leiden, the average numbers revealing the distribution of 
wealth and income apparently confirm that the wealthiest inhabitants resided in the 
central bonnen: the oldest parts of town, where the town’s most important churches 
were located, in Zevenhuizen and Kerkvierendeel; beside the town hall in Wanthuis; the 
comital keep in Burchstreng; and the comital court (later the municipal prison) in Over 
‘t hof. The poorer households, on their part, were overrepresented in the peripheral 
wards of Overmare Landzijde, Sint Nicolaasgracht, and parts of Rapenburg and 
Niewland.29 However, by zooming in to the level of the parcels, several exceptions 
to this broad pattern can be detected. First, several wealthy entrepreneurs lived 
outside the central wards; a significant number of drapers, for example, lived in 
Nieuwland, where the (uninhabited, as shown by the dot-map) tenter fields 
(raamlanden) were located, with the frames on which cloth was dried and stretched. 
The brewers were another example; they were scattered over the town, along major 
waterways, as their industry required a constant supply of water. Their choice of 
residence, as well as those of other artisans and merchants, was largely determined 
by their economic activities and needs, the presence of the necessary physical 
infrastructure, and, sometimes, the (environmental) regulations made by the town 

 
morphological development of Leiden, H. VAN OERLE, Leiden binnen en buiten de stadsvesten: de geschiedenis 
van de stedebouwkundige ontwikkeling binnen het Leidse rechtsgebied tot aan het einde van de Gouden Eeuw, 2 vols, 
Leiden 1975, and, for Rapenburg in particular, see TH.H. LUNSINGH SCHEURLEER, C.W. FOCK, A.J. VAN 
DISSEL, Het Rapenburg: geschiedenis van een Leidse gracht, 6 vols, Leiden 1986-1989. 

27 These observations remain the same if only the built area is taken into account. See, for the 
source, ELO, SAI, no. 24; D.E.H. DE BOER, R.C.J. VAN MAANEN, De volkstelling van 1574: Leiden ten 
tijde van het beleg, Leiden 1986. 

28 G. SJOBERG, The Preindustrial City: Past and Present, New York 1960. Cf. J.E. VANCE, Land 
Assignment in the Precapitalist, Capitalist, and Postcapitalist City, in “Economic Geography”, 47, 1971, pp. 
101-120; J. LANGTON, Residential Patterns in Pre-Industrial Cities: Some Case Studies from seventeenth-Century 
Britain, in “Transactions of the Institute of British Geographers”, 65, 1975, pp. 1-27. 

29 See, for the wealth tax of 1498, ELO, SAI, no. 578; A. BRAND, Leiden rond 1500, cit., pp. 103-
105. The register groups the tax payers per ward, making it difficult to link them to specific parcels. 
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council. Overall, occupational clustering in Leiden, with its weak guild structure, 
was limited in the late medieval and early modern era.30  

Fig. 3.  The spatial distribution of  occupations, clustered according to social status 
(HISCLASS), in Leiden, 1561 (lower status is indicated by darker dots) 

 

The plotting of the mentioned 1,386 occupations of the heads of households 
from the tax register of 1561, classified into the twelve categories of HISCLASS, 
shown in Figure 3, illustrates the spatial dispersion of occupations and the weak 
socio-spatial segregation in Leiden.31 No obvious occupational clusters emerge 

 
30 For a comparative perspective, see the case of late medieval London, J. COLSON, Commerce, 

Clusters, and Community: A Re-Evaluation of the Occupational Geography of London, c. 1400-c. 1550, in “The 
Economic History Review”, 69, 2016, pp. 104‑130. 

31 The occupations and professions have been standardised and coded according to the 
Historical International Classification of Occupations (HISCO) scheme; M.H.D. VAN LEEUWEN, I. 
MAAS, A. MILES, HISCO. Historical International Standard Classification of Occupations, Leuven 2002. For 
the sake of visual clarity the occupations have also been coded using HISCLASS, even though this 
classifiction system is not entirely satisfying when applied to premodern case studies; M. VAN 
LEEUWEN AND I. MAAS, HISCLASS. A Historical International Social Class Scheme, Leuven 2011. 
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from the analysis, although unskilled workers, such as dyers and fullers, who 
generally lived away from their workplace, were overrepresented in the poorer 
neighbourhoods. Agrarian workers (gardeners, fruit-growers) and fishers also 
predominantly lived in the peripheral wards, where more space was available for 
farms, gardens and orchards. 

The second reason why residential choices resulted in socially mixed areas was 
related to several other considerations that were less economic in nature. Individual 
choices were determined or informed by factors such as property rights, housing 
quality, the market for real estate, and spatial factors such as the propinquity of 
public services and symbolic locations.32 Members of the urban political elites 
tended to have persistent location preferences, as they clustered around or close to 
places of power in the oldest parts of town, even though the ownership of real 
property, land in particular, was not a defining feature of this group. In the case of 
Leiden, prominent members of the political elite also built their stately homes, after 
Rapenburg was added to the town in 1389, along the new canal opposite the older 
wards of Over ‘t hof and Zevenhuizen.33 This connects to the last reason: the urban 
elites, middling groups and poor lived in close proximity to each other, as poorer 
house owners and tenants could be found in all wards, especially in the back alleys 
of streets with more expensive properties.34 The parcel-level analysis of the tax 
register of 1561 highlights the fact that economic inequality did not produce 
patterns of spatial social segregation in absolute terms, although clusters of rich and 
poor households did exist. If property ownership is taken as an indicator of wealth, 
the visualisation in Figure 4 of spatial patterns of ownership and tenancy in Leiden 
in 1561 confirms the predominance of socially mixed neighbourhoods (63.3 per 
cent of the 2,786 properties had owner occupants).35 This more refined view also 
problematises the idea that the poorest households lived in low-quality tenement 
houses and rooms in the newer, peripheral neighbourhoods of the town. 
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council. Overall, occupational clustering in Leiden, with its weak guild structure, 
was limited in the late medieval and early modern era.30  

Fig. 3.  The spatial distribution of  occupations, clustered according to social status 
(HISCLASS), in Leiden, 1561 (lower status is indicated by darker dots) 
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Fig. 4.  The spatial distribution of  owner occupants (dark dots) and tenant 
households (light dots) in Leiden, 1561 

 

This snapshot of the spatial distribution of income inequality in Leiden in 1561 
raises two other issues that have not yet been sufficiently resolved. First, although 
wealth was an important determinant of choice of place of residence, its interplay 
with other relevant hierarchies based on status or occupation are less well 
understood. This also relates to the question of intra-urban residential mobility: 
were urbanites able to improve their position by moving within the town (for 
example, from poorer to wealthier neighbourhoods, or from tenancy to house 
ownership), or were socio-economic inequalities persistent over time, and spatially 
ingrained? The preliminary evidence suggests that the spatial distribution of 
economic resources (and likely the level of economic inequality itself) remained 
relatively stable in the second half of the fifteenth and throughout sixteenth 
centuries, during which Leiden’s economic and demographic expansion stalled, yet 
residential patterns never became entirely solidified, due to structural spatial, legal, 
social and economic dynamics. A comparison of records from 1581 (census 
register) and 1585 (tax register called Vetus) shows that 48.6 per cent of the houses 
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had new residents during this relatively short period, but that mobility was much 
higher in poorer wards such as Nieuwland (65 per cent) than in wealthier wards such 
as Wanthuis (27.5 per cent).36 

The long-term evolution of the spatial distribution of wealth and income in late 
medieval and early modern Leiden is a second issue that needs further attention. 
Although Bisschops argues that the spatial patterns of wealth distribution and 
social segregation changed halfway through the fifteenth century, from a broad 
division between wealthier wards below and poorer wards above the River Rhine to 
a more concentric model typical of a preindustrial urban society with richer central 
and poorer outer neighbourhoods, more empirical research from a longitudinal 
perspective is required to confirm this hypothesis.37 The evolution of socio-spatial 
relations was presumably shaped by the major physical expansion of the town in 
the fourteenth century, as well as by phases of demographic expansion and 
subsequent contraction that took place in the early fifteenth century and in the late 
sixteenth centuries. Moreover, the question is to what extent Leiden’s late medieval 
and early modern housing market co-evolved with the demand for lower-cost 
housing from migrants who were attracted by the chances of employment in the 
textile industry. 

SPATIAL EQUITY, SERVICE ACCESS AND ROUTE NETWORK ANALYSIS 

The spatial distribution of the social and economic attributes of households has 
long been examined by historians specialising in urban historical geography or 
social topography with the aim of charting patterns of social segregation or 
economic clustering.38 However, these studies prove that it is difficult to move 
from a description of differentiations in spatial configurations that express social 
and economic hierarchies between or within towns to arrive at a more analytical 
approach that understands space as an independent variable that shapes social and 
economic outcomes at the individual and collective levels.39 How, for example, did 
access or denial of access to certain locations and spaces affect the social and 
economic well-being of urbanites? Answering this question requires dealing with 
the methodological challenges of measuring spatial equity patterns and linking them 
to social and economic outcomes.40 With regard to the case at hand, the recent 

 
36 F. DAELEMANS, Leiden 1581, cit., pp. 167-168. 
37 T. BISSCHOPS, Ruimtelijke vermogensverhoudingen, cit., p. 126; A.J. BRAND, Leiden rond 1500, cit., pp. 
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in The SAGE Handbook of Measurement, G. WALFORD, E. TUCKER, M. VISWANATHAN eds., London 
2010, pp. 265-282. 

40 Even in studies on inequality in contemporary societies the relation between household 
income or wealth inequality and spatial inequality is not yet properly addressed. See, for example, S. 
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studies on economic inequality (which generally recognise the importance of spatial 
inequality on a global and regional scale)41 could be complemented by socio-spatial 
approaches to analysing the spatial aspects and geographic crystallisation of socio-
economic inequalities. With the help of new digital methods it is possible to 
perform geo-statistical analyses on the basis of extant fiscal records, but also to 
measure differences in well-being at a local level using alternative indicators, most 
notably relative access to services or exposure to hazards in an urban context.42 
Hence, the reconstruction of Leiden’s social topography leads to the question of 
the extent to which the observed spatial configurations shaped and were shaped by 
social and economic disparities. 

The concept of spatial equity can be helpful to understand the effects of social 
and economic hierarchies on the well-being of urbanites, but it has different 
meanings in the literature. On the one hand, it is simply used to express the spatial 
distribution of resources in a specified area; on the other, it is defined as the 
geographic access of individuals to specific services or facilities (or, in a negative 
way, the extent to which they are geographically exposed to certain hazards or 
experienced social disadvantages).43 Both perspectives are related to each other, 
because spatial equity and the distribution of resources often correlate. The 
distance-based approach is most relevant here, taking the available source material 
for medieval Leiden into account. Nevertheless, it should be acknowledged that 
spatial accessibility to (public) services and facilities in terms of absolute or real 
distance was never the only factor that determined their affordability and 
availability to individuals. Moreover, distance was never an absolute obstacle in a 
small town like late medieval Leiden, as all possible destinations were within 
walking distance, but graded differences in accessibility between different parts of 
the town did exist. It is less meaningful to measure individual spatial access to 
services, because not all urbanites had the same institutional access rights, and it is 
difficult to establish and differentiate between specific individual demands. In 
contemporary societies, for example, spatial equity is typically deemed important 
with regard to the provision of health care, local administration, or access to public 
resources, and social scientists and policy makers refer to the notion of spatial 
justice that they derive from the work of geographers, more than to economic 
theories.44 
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In the case of premodern towns, in contrast, access to (public) services and 
facilities such as markets, hospitals, courts or schools was discriminatory through 
formal and informal barriers. These services were less public and more exclusionary 
than modern understandings of public goods or services presume. Hence, public 
services might be broadly understood as ‘facilities provided by urban agents’ to 
urban residents in the realms of ‘economic regulation, public administration, public 
security, public welfare and public works’.45 Spatial equity in accessing these 
services, then, can be measured in a number of ways: equitable distribution based 
on equality, need, demand or price. The demand-based approach is most 
appropriate with regard to the premodern context, as it seeks to match the 
distribution of available services to populations with specific socio-economic 
characteristics that need access to them.46 In short, by measuring spatial equity, it is 
possible to determine whether the access to certain services was discriminatory and 
if spatial patterns in accessibility were linked to socio-economic variables. If public 
works are taken as an example, the question is whether inhabitants of all parts of 
the town profited equally from services like street maintenance or sanitation 
policies. 

The degree of urban spatial equity can be established and geo-visualised by 
mapping the places of residence of urbanites (parcels) and the locations of services 
or facilities, and by subsequently calculating the actual distance (in metres or 
walking time) between these points by means of a route network analysis (for this 
case study, Dijkstra’s Shortest Path First algorithm was used).47 The historical GIS 
for Leiden, based on the so-called Street and Canal Books (Grachten- en Stratenboek), 
which was produced in the last two decades of the sixteenth century, offers a 
starting point for a route network analysis.48 The points of origin are placed in the 
parcels and linked to the correct adjacent street(s) or alley(s). The destination points 
are kept rather broad in this exploratory analysis and categorised into four types of 
services: administrative (for example, the town hall), economic (markets), social 
(hospitals) and cultural (churches). A total number of 52 service locations have 
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been identified for sixteenth-century Leiden, and they are treated equally in the 
analysis, even though it is possible to further differentiate between them according 
to type and quality, as well as to weigh the possible walking routes.49 

Fig. 5.  Average real distance to all service locations in Leiden, 1583 (lighter dots 
indicates easier access than darker dots) 

 

The results of the route network analysis are shown on a map (Figure 5), which 
lays out the aggregate service accessibility in Leiden during the last quarter of the 
sixteenth century. The average travel distance from each parcel to all identified 
public services and facilities is calculated (lighter dots indicate relatively easier 
access than darker dots). The real distance in meters is expressed in the results. 
Each parcel’s frontage is connected to the route network consisting of streets and 
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spaces in a certain area.50 This is explained by the fact that the locations of services 
and the street pattern in Leiden, as in any other town, developed independently 
from each other, meaning that it is essential to take the development of both the 
urban morphology and the distribution of services into account when interpreting 
both patterns of spatial equity and spatial integration. 

Fig. 6.  Minimum real distance to economic services in Leiden, 1583 (lighter dots 
indicate easier access than darker dots) 

 

 
Figure 5 shows that public services and facilities were mostly located in the 

central, western and northern parts of Leiden, and not in the more densely 
populated and comparatively poorer south-eastern wards. The administrative and 
economic services were concentrated in the four oldest, thirteenth-century bonnen of 
Leiden, Wanthuis, Wolhuis, Vleeshuis and Gasthuis, along the south bank of the River 
Rhine, together with the comital precinct of Over het hof and the ecclesiastical 
precinct Zevenhuizen, where the urban settlement first emerged in the twelfth and 
thirteenth centuries. The three churches were slightly offset from this centre, as 
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they were more closely situated in the three original settlements out of which 
Leiden was formed, catering to the needs of their parishioners rather than the 
urban community as a whole. Furthermore, the majority of the 28 monasteries, 
hospitals, almshouses and orphanages were located in the newer parts of Leiden – 
the northern and south-western wards Overmare Landzijde, Marendorp Landzijde and 
Rapenburg – which were founded during the town’s fourteenth-century expansion. 
These parts of Leiden were less densely built and populated in contrast to the 
younger wards at the town’s eastern side. In particular, the inhabitants of the bonnen 
of Gansoorde en Sint Nicolaasgracht were disadvantaged when it came to service 
access. This pattern of aggregate spatial inequity presumably evolved slowly 
throughout the fifteenth and sixteenth centuries, as the town’s main street network 
was in place by the end of the fourteenth century and the location of services 
(markets, churches, administrative buildings) were mostly (semi-)permanent. The 
distribution and function of services, however, could change over time. All 
convents in Leiden, for example, lost their religious role in the last quarter of the 
sixteenth century due to religious change. 

Patterns of spatial equity change if specific services are selected or if shortest 
rather than average travel distances to all services are calculated. Figure 6, for 
example, shows the minimum distance from parcels to selected economic services 
(markets, access gates, the weigh house). If this map is compared to the one 
depicting aggregate service accessibility (Figure 5), the parcels closest to Leiden’s 
main streets (Breestraat and Haarlemmerstraat) and waterways (River Rhine) were 
more favourably located from a general economic perspective. The selected 
economic facilities were of course not of daily importance to all inhabitants, and 
the analysis could potentially be extended by adding data on shops and workplaces, 
such as bakers and brewers, which are not included following the used definition of 
public services. Here, economic service accessibility is measured at an aggregate 
level to establish how accessible Leiden was in the late sixteenth century. 

The next questions concern for which inhabitants the established patterns of 
spatial equity meant better access, and whether the level of access was related to the 
socio-economic characteristics of the inhabitants and their specific demands. At 
this point, the research results are still inconclusive. In theory, a relation between 
spatial equity patterns and the spatial distribution of resources and status (economic 
inequality and social segregation) can be hypothesised, since it can be assumed that 
wealthier urbanites could afford housing in the more accessible parts of Leiden, 
resulting in a positive correlation between service accessibility and the spatial 
distribution of income. Statistical analysis, however, does not show any significant 
correlation between the distribution of rental values (as a proxy for income) in 1561 
and the established patterns of spatial service access, and only a weak statistical 
significance can be observed if the average rental value per parcel is aggregated per 
ward. The explanation for this negative outcome is that residential choice was 
determined by multiple factors, such as individual (non-economic) preferences, the 
dynamics of the property market, or the urban morphology and the distribution of 
services. Likewise, no significant correlation can be established between population 
density, calculated on the basis of the census of 1574, and spatial equity patterns. 
Although population density could affect service access, the size of Leiden was not 
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that large that distances exceeded the walkability threshold within the town walls. 
This does not mean that service access was not a factor in the choice of residence 
of urbanites (whether owners or tenants), but the analysis of the aggregated data 
does not capture the ways in which the urban spatial organisation interplayed with 
the demands of specific households in premodern medieval Leiden. 

Mapping the spatial accessibility of services provides a novel way of 
determining the differential effects of the redistribution of public resources, even 
though these were minor because social expenditure in premodern societies was 
limited and its funds were collected by regressive fiscal systems.51 Although the aim 
of measuring the accessibility of services for different households in Leiden, taking 
their location and economic status into account, has not yet been achieved, the 
established general performance of the town in terms of spatial equity and service 
accessibility can be compared over time or with other places.52 Benjamin Stanley 
and his colleagues have explored this approach in a seminal contribution on service 
access in premodern cities across the globe. They have measured and compared the 
access to religious, commercial and political services for a number of case studies, 
for which they have used archaeological rather than written records, on the basis of 
which they conclude that the size, shape and spatial structure of urban settlements 
determined the access to public services as much as did residential patterns (elite 
clustering) or the political decision-making about the location of certain facilities. 
Elites generally did have better access to services, but more densely built urban 
centres also demonstrated a more equitable access to services.53 Methodologically, 
they chose to take neighbourhoods as an aggregate point of origin and measured 
the Euclidean distance to the nearest service. This approach is appropriate for the 
comparative scope of their study, but it is a rather crude way of measuring spatial 
equity at an intra-urban level. The parcels and route networks in Leiden’s historical 
GIS offer more precise calculations of the real distance to facilities and public 
services, but the results of the calculation of spatial equity would provide more 
meaningful results in a study that compares towns of different sizes and structures. 

CONCLUDING REMARKS 

In sixteenth-century Leiden, place of residence was determined by social and 
economic factors, and it had a differential impact on access to services and well-
being in general. This exploration of service accessibility in this town has not 
provided conclusive findings about the use of the concept of spatial equity and 
historical GIS as a complementary method to measure inequality in premodern 

 
51 G. ALFANI, M. Di Tullio, The Lion’s Share, p. 169. To give an impression, the town council of 

Leiden spent 14.2 per cent of its total expenditure in 1560 on administration and public services. This 
was more than the 8.3 per cent of the budget that was used to meet the princely fiscal demands. 
However, these amounts varied considerably per year; ELO, SAI, no. 631 (town accounts). 
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urban societies. Although the sources and the digital methods are available to 
conduct such a spatial analysis, its application should be further refined to 
determine the factors that shaped service access (as a proxy for the redistribution of 
resources) at a household level. The location of services in Leiden, whether 
dispersed or clustered, was determined by geographical factors, the path-dependent 
development of the urban settlement, long-established residential patterns, and 
political decision-making about public service provision. Although the geographic 
distribution of wealth in Leiden shows limited overlap with the spatial pattern of 
average access of urbanites to services, a more specific analysis that takes the wealth 
and occupation of property owners or tenants into account might still reveal 
significant relations. Like the spatial distribution of services, the spatial patterns of 
economic inequality and social segregation were relatively stable in late medieval 
Leiden. Historical processes, however, induced change and influenced the lives of 
residents. First, tenants, and, albeit to a lesser extent, property owners, appear to 
have been relatively mobile, implying that they could improve their living 
conditions by moving into new neighbourhoods. Second, the town’s population 
and building density changed over time, affecting the living conditions of residents 
differentially. Finally, the dependence on (public) services varied according to 
economic conditions and social position. 

By tying the bits of information about wealth, occupation, type of housing and 
service access together with broader process of social and economic change, it 
becomes possible to determine the meaning of place to the inhabitants of late 
medieval Leiden: on the one hand, it reflected their political and socio-economic 
position in urban society; on the other, the town’s spatial organisation shaped both 
the choices that households made and their experience of socio-spatial boundaries. 
Thus, a geo-visualisation of inequalities at the micro-level complements macro-
statistical analyses in the sense that it ‘moves the user from the GIS world of 
observation to one of habitation where the material world is experienced through 
our own embodiment and sense of “being in the world.”’54 More importantly, a 
spatial approach to urban inequality potentially offers a method to analyse the 
distribution of resources and access to services as an indicator of the effect of 
economic inequality on broader well-being in medieval towns. This approach also 
draws on various historical sources and archaeological findings, making it applicable 
to cases that are less replete with the type of fiscal records required for statistical 
analyses of social and economic disparities. 
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1. INTRODUCTION 

Food security is the situation where “all people, at all times, have physical, social, 
and economic access to sufficient, safe, and nutritious food that meets their dietary 
needs and food preferences for an active and healthy life.”2 The definition, put 
forward by the Food and Agricultural Organization (hereafter FAO) in 1996, 
stressed the importance of a long-term, socially inclusive and multidimensional 
approach to the topic and replaced an older vision that focused mainly on the 
availability of food.3 Scholars working on contemporary food security have since 
largely adopted this theoretical framework to better understand why certain groups 
or societies are more vulnerable to undernourishment than others. For example, 
recent research has focused on the unequal impact of (future) climate change.4 In 
contrast, historians studying the pre-modern period have been much slower to 
integrate new perspectives, which is unfortunate given that history is the instrument 
par excellence to assess long-term evolutions. Despite repeated calls for new 
approaches by some scholars, especially famine experts, empirical studies on pre-
modern food security remain rare to this date.5  

 
1 Both authors are affiliated with the Centre for Urban History, University of Antwerp. We 
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3 Notice that the definition still includes the availability of food as one variable of food security 
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The reason for the slow shift is twofold. First, according to Dominik Collet, 
“historians have by and large ignored the challenge of development economics 
[because they] held on to established modernisation narratives.”6 In this view, 
modern societies are fundamentally different from those in the past as they are not 
bound to similar Malthusian constraints thanks to their technological advances. 
Within such a framework, pre-modern food security is simply determined by the 
total food stock divided by the total population. Second, historic food security has 
been a fragmented field of study. Rather than a subject in its own right, the topic has 
largely been dealt with indirectly. The closely related field of famine studies analyses 
the variable effects of food shortages across time, space and social layers.7 However, 
by focusing on very short periods of distress, it often ignores how access to food 
evolved in years of normal harvest, even though the extent of chronic malnutrition 
and its impact on a (sub)population may be far greater than that of any temporary 
shock.8 In this regard, the field of living standards has been more perceptive to long-
term evolutions in food security by using economic and health indicators (height, 
diet, income, etc.).9 But here, the component of access is often lacking, obscuring 
how events and social structures such as markets affected the experience of 
individual households. 

To fill this historiographic gap and to showcase the strengths of the model 
proposed by the FAO, the present article assesses the evolving food security of the 
citizens of Ghent in the fourteenth century.  Both the timing and the geographical 
scope proposes a challenge to the dominant (neo-)Malthusian model. At the heart of 
the late medieval crisis, the fourteenth century is often regarded as the archetype of 
such a theory. Crudely put, the European population supposedly outstripped its 
production capacity by 1300, triggering inevitable positive checks such as the Great 
Famine (1315-17) and the Black Death (1347-52). The massive mortality in the 
second half of the century brought a new balance, resulting in significant gains in 
food security.10 During this turbulent period, Ghent was the second largest city 
North of the Alps with an estimated population of 60,000.11 Furthermore, the 
industrial metropole was located in one of the most densely populated regions of 
medieval Europe, namely the county of Flanders. If a Malthusian breakdown of 
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food security was imminent, one would expect to find it there. Did (certain groups 
of) citizens in Ghent experience chronic malnutrition and why (not)? Did the 
massive mortality fundamentally change medieval food security in the metropole? 

If we want to answer the above questions, economic inequality is a key concept. 
Both levels of income and wealth play a crucial role in food security as they 
determine to what extent household could adapt to changing food supplies.12 Most 
famously, the relationship between ownership and malnutrition has been described 
by Amartya Sen. According to him, physical, social and economic access to food is 
determined by one’s legal opportunities to convert his or her resources into food. 
Sen then proceeds to distinguish four major groups of opportunities, or entitlements 
as he calls them, related to trade, labour, inheritance and production.13 After a brief 
discussion of the specific context of fourteenth-century Ghent, the article addresses 
each of these four entitlements in turn. How did opportunities for different groups 
evolve throughout the century? 

2. THE CASE OF FOURTEENTH-CENTURY GHENT 

As one of the largest cities north of the Alps, the wealth of Ghent at the start of 
the fourteenth century was mainly supported and upheld by the prosperous 
merchant families and the textile industry producing high-grade woollen cloth. After 
the Battle of Courtrai in 1302 and the legal recognition of guilds, the composition of 
the city council changed from the infamous group of XXXIX patricians towards a 
broader political participation among the wealthy.14 From then onwards, the 
population of Ghent was informally divided into four “members”: the poorters, the 
weavers, the fullers and the small guilds.15 The internal competition between the 
members for power and the continuous struggle to safeguard their urban privileges 
against the counts of Flanders, resulted in several violent conflicts during the 
fourteenth century.  

Two episodes stand out as having a large impact on the Ghent economy and 
potentially the food security of its citizens. During the Hundred Years’ War, the 
Flemish count sided with his overlord, the French king, and instituted a trade 
embargo on English wool. For the city of Ghent, this raw material was essential for 
its all-important textile industry. Under control of Jacob van Artevelde, a rich cloth 
trader, Ghent allied itself to the English cause. Although Van Artevelde was 

 
12 M. ELMES, Economic Inequality, Food Insecurity, and the Erosion of Equality of Capabilities in the United 
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rich guild masters. 
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eventually overthrown and assassinated, the rebellion against the count continued up 
until 1349.16 After the capitulation, a huge number of partisans was exiled, including 
many weavers. The loss of their expertise further damaged the already struggling 
industry. For the next two decades, the relations with the count were without 
conflict, but then the ‘Ghent War’ broke out. The bailiff, who was the representative 
of the count in the city, ignored some of the privileges of the citizens. As a reaction 
he was murdered in 1379.17 After failed attempts of reconciliation, the issue 
escalated into a series of violent conflicts, ravaging the surrounding countryside. The 
rebellion eventually died out undecided in 1385 when all privileges of the 
Ghentenars were reaffirmed and amnesty was granted to the entire city. In exchange, 
they had to renounce their allegiance to the English King and recognise the French 
King as their sovereign.18 

These episodes of civil conflict combined with the various plague outbreaks, 
especially those of 1349 and 1368-71, were catastrophic for Ghent. Its population 
probably declined by half in the second half of the fourteenth century.19 While 
English textile cities succeeded to flourish after the Black Death thanks to 
substantial export intensification, such an evolution was not self-evident for Ghent 
due to its demographic difficulties. Closer to home, rural and Brabantine textile 
centres grew in importance. The city therefore re-orientated toward regional grain 
trade, providing both the domestic market and the smaller communities of eastern-
Flanders and Brabant.20 This new economic focus partly compensated for the 
declining textile industry. According to David Nicholas, had it not been that Ghent 
was placed so strategically and that it had the rights on the Scheldt grain staple, the 
decline of the city would have continued into a major urban catastrophe. But was 
this really the case? The main question answered hereafter is what effects the 
political conflicts, epidemiological calamities and economic shifts had for the food 
security of the inhabitants of Ghent.  

3. WILL THE MARKET PROVIDE? TRADE BASED ENTITLEMENTS 

Traditionally, famine studies have used the price of grain to isolate dearth 
periods. In pre-modern Europe, grain in the form of bread was the main source of 
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NICHOLAS, Artevelde, Jacob van, kapitein van Gent, in Nationaal Biografisch Woordenboek, Brussels 1972, vol. 
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calorie-intake for the vast majority of the population. Lots of elements were in play 
when it comes to the composition of its price: the harvest quality, a diverging 
economic strategy of different players on the market, the type of transaction that 
took place, any type of solidarity between a set of players, the time of the year in 
which grain was sold, etc. Therefore, the selection of dearth periods cannot be 
founded solely on these prices and must be nuanced with the trajectory of wage 
levels and standards of living interlinked with the grain prices (see section 4). But 
this does not mean that the price level loses its importance. The evolution of prices 
is closely related to the regulation of the urban or regional market and the 
integration or segmentation of those markets in a larger network of urban regions. 
Additionally, farmers directly lose a huge part of their income when the grain price 
drops significantly over a short time span. 

Starting with the first entitlement of Sen, the definition of trade-based 
entitlement determines that “someone is entitled to own and use what they obtain 
by trading something they own with a willing party or a willing set of parties”, which 
is perfectly applicable to the late medieval grain market. For Ghent, we were able to 
construct a price series for rye for the entire fourteenth century by combining newly 
processed data with already published data sets (see graph 1).21 Some of the data 
gaps, mainly before 1330, have been supplemented with rye prices for Bruges.22 The 
series only entails the rye price as it is the main type found in the available sources. 
This limitation is however not problematic as rye was probably the most consumed 
cereal within Ghent. With the inclusion of data before the Black Death, which have 
been largely lacking up until now, this study opens new perspectives on the severity 
of this plague episode in the Southern Low Countries. The huge price peak during 
the years 1315-16, known as the Great Famine, stands out immediately. This 
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Earlier price data in the fourteenth century were collected from the archives of the table of the Holy 
Ghost of the church of St. Nicolas: GENT, Rijksarchief Gent (RAG), Sint-Niklaaskerk & Sint-
Veerlekapittel, K87, n° 496-522; PAR90, n° 119-132. They start in 1311 and continue towards the end of 
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volgens de ‘slag’ van het Sint-Donatiaanskapittel (1348-1801), in C. VERLINDEN et. al. eds., Dokumenten voor de 
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after 1350. The silver values for the Flemish groat can be found in: J. H. MUNRO, Values of English and 
Flemish Coins, Department of Economics, University of Toronto 
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ecological catastrophe was a consequence of a back-to-back harvest failure due to 
multiannual heavy rainfall.23 Other high prices arise in the first years of the 1320s, 
the start of the 1340s and during the 1360s. On the long run, prices dropped 
significantly after 1370, reaching its century low in the last two decades when prices 
constantly plunged below 20 grams of silver per hectolitre. 

Graph 1.  The rye price in Fourteenth-century Ghent 

 
Source: S. ESPEEL, Database fourteenth-century Flemish grain prices, compiled of the sources stated in 
note 49 for the cities in question. 

Some caution is needed when using the price series. First, we have to keep in 
mind that most of these prices are gathered from accounts of ecclesiastical large 
landowners, each endeavouring profit using a differing strategy. They do not 
necessarily reflect the contemporary price on the Ghent market, but since these large 
landowners undoubtedly had a role in the urban and rural (land)markets, there is a 
high probability that they come close. Second, the importance of these grain prices 
for food security is socially biased. Most of the urban population did not own farm 
lands, making them highly dependent on the grain market and on the amount of 
grain that was being sold in the city.24 In contrast, richer burghers did own (farm) 
land outside of the city (cfr. section 6) on which they could rely on for food 
provisioning. Accordingly, the low price for grain in the last two decades of the 
fourteenth century should have been beneficial to the poorer half of the urban 
population. To assess the precise impact of the price evolutions on the food security 
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van de Koninklijke Vlaamse Academie voor Wetenschappen, Letteren en Schone Kunsten van België, 
Klasse der Letteren”, 29, 195, n. 3, pp. 5-12. 
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of the latter group, we will include the wage level in the next chapter (cfr. section 4), 
combining the trade- and labour-based entitlement. 

Apart from trying to keep the price at a reasonable level, the city of Ghent had 
to maintain the quantity of the influx of grain to feed its inhabitants sufficiently. 
Having a grain staple on the confluence of the Lys and the Scheldt river helped them 
considerably.25 This prerogative implied that the city had the right to act as a trade 
centre and exclusive depot for all types of grain within a given area, meant for 
consumption or re-export.26 An exact year when the staple was allocated in Ghent 
remains unknown. Marie-Jeanne Tits-Dieuaide argues that the regulations for the 
grain market coincided with the realisation of the staple between 1337 and 1366.27 
David Nicholas dates this long before 1323, based on a charter which mentioned 
that a new wharf had to be built to accommodate the growing staple.28 In any case, it 
achieved its final form in 1357 with the regulation from count Louis of Male that 
defined the respective spheres of competence for the shippers of Ghent and 
Douai.29 Some grain naturally did escape this staple. Grain that was (re)sold to the 
tenants by the large landowners or that was received as annuities, did not reach the 
urban market. Nonetheless, the staple obviously had an important impact on the 
food security of the Ghentenars. It was a vital mechanism of control for the quality 
and quantity of the grain influx, regardless of the price.30 The city also limited the 
amount of grain that outsiders could buy and even preferred that they bought the 
grain that was intended for their own consumption outside of the city. Citizens of 
Ghent could buy small amounts on the rural markets surrounding the city, but larger 
stocks had to be brought to the staple.31  

 
25 Due to its strategic location and its central position in the urban network of Flanders the 
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Countries and its economic and social effects on sixteenth-century Ghent, in P. VAN CRUYNINGEN, E. THOEN eds., 
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Any short-term price peak could have disrupted the food security in the short 
run. The city however tried to mitigate such peaks through various interventions. A 
clear example dates from the Hundred Years’ War. When Ghent took the English 
side in the early 1340s, the French king tried to cut off the grain supplies. With the 
sandy area surrounding the city, the largest bulk of grain came from the richer 
northern French regions through the Lys-Scheldt river system.32 Only later, from the 
Fifteenth century onwards, the importance of the Baltic region increased.33 
Subsequently, the French trade embargo caused multiple shortages, reaching critical 
levels in 1343. The Ghent aldermen ordered grain to be gathered in the surrounding 
parishes and any hoarders were sought out and forced to market their goods.34 In 
1343 and in 1350-1351, the export of grain outside the city was severely limited and 
nobody could keep more than a six-month supply due to severe shortages. Any 
resale of grain within the surroundings of the city was also prohibited.35 The urban 
government issued that the houses and barns in the castellany of Ghent had to be 
searched and the surplus of grain had to be marketed in the city three times a week.  

With the formalisation of the staple in 1357, they tried to mitigate the problems 
of grain scarcity more efficiently during dearth periods. Grain sales were confined to 
the Koornmarkt and it could only be unloaded at Tussen Brugghen.36 Later that year, a 
different statute stipulated that half of the amount of grain entering Ghent by the 
streams had to remain in the city.37 In 1361, a statute permitted citizens to buy their 
provisioning outside of the city, in nearby villages or rural markets, but people who 
did not have the luxury to go through this trouble had to pay the higher market 
price.38 This permission was revoked in 1366, during another shortage, when citizens 
were prohibited to buy grain for any purpose outside the city.39 Numerous cases 
show however that burghers did buy large quantities outside of the city without any 
reprimanding.40 Grain merchants in charge of the grain staple were too busy with the 
more profitable and sizeable Koornmarkt and the markets for re-export to be 
bothered by the occasional burgher who was willing to take the trouble to buy grain 

 
32 J. DAMBRUYNE, Mensen en centen: het 16de-eeuwse Gent in demografisch en economisch perspectief, Ghent 

2001 (Handelingen der Maatschappij voor Geschiedenis en Oudheidkunde te Gent, 26), p. 291; A. 
DERVILLE, Le grenier des Pays-Bas Médiévaux, in “Revue du Nord”, 273, 1987, pp. 267-280, 276. 

33 M.-J. TITS-DIEUAIDE, La formation des prix céréaliers en Brabant et en Flandre au XVe siècle, Brussels 
1975, pp. 214-242;  M.-J. TITS-DIEUAIDE, The Baltic grain trade and cereal prices in Flanders at the end of the 
Middle Ages: some remarks, in W. MINCHINTON (ed.), The Baltic grain trade, five essays, Exeter 1985, pp. 11-
20; R.W. UNGER, Feeding the Low Countries Towns, cit., p. 333. 

34 D. NICHOLAS, The Metamorphosis of a Medieval City, cit., p. 243, see also H.S. LUCAS, The Low 
Countries and the Hundred Years War, 1326-1347, Ann Arbor 1929, pp. 219-272. 

35 N. DE PAUW, De voorgeboden der stad Gent in de XIVe eeuw, Ghent 1885, pp. 36-37, 48. 
36 The Tussen Brugghen refers to the medieval port of Ghent on the river Lys, next to the nowadays 

“Korenlei”.  
37 D. NICHOLAS, The Metamorphosis of a Medieval City, cit., p. 244. 
38 Ibid., p. 244. 
39 Those who did buy grain on other markets in eastern Flanders had to bring it immediately to 

Ghent for resale. Ibid., p. 245. 
40 Ibid., p. 246.  
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on the rural markets surrounding Ghent.41 Restrictions on re-export generated vast 
profits for the city. This trade was so intense that the facilities were not sufficient to 
accommodate the demand of the many merchants from all over the Low 
Countries.42   

During the ‘Ghent War’ of 1379-1385, the trade over the Scheldt undoubtedly 
suffered, as it did in 1343, 1350 and 1360. In Rupelmonde, one of the larger towns 
further down the Scheldt river, the toll revenue in 1384 had dropped a staggering 
50% in comparison with that of 1378.43 Nonetheless, the grain trade seemed to 
recover swiftly. According to the Dendermonde toll records, another large town 
downstream the Scheldt, nearly twenty-two million litres of grain passed through the 
city to Ghent in 1386-1387, most of which originated from northern France.44 Thus, 
the staple did not only provide a higher degree of food security, but also played an 
important part in securing revenue for the city in the form of food assizes and 
profits on re-export. But apart from the general food security, some inhabitants of 
Ghent had advantages on the food market. Any burgher with sufficient funds and 
courage could have fed their household by going occasionally to a rural market. 
Bakers and brewers had priority for one week to buy grain before it was sold on the 
market. While this privilege was linked to their profession, it also provided them an 
extra level of food security compared to other Ghentenars.45 These bakers, limited 
to bread makers, were closely linked with the millers. Sometimes the same person 
practised both trades. Bakers constituted 4.2 percent of the labour force and owned 
more houses and mills than most (see section 5 & 6 for an in-depth analysis).46 
Richer burghers, bakers and millers boosted higher entitlements to food than those 
who did not have any links to the grain trade. 

Aside from regulations, market structures can have a large impact on food 
entitlements. For example, during the Great Famine in England (1315-17), market 
failures worsened the effect of harvest failures.47 Most of the grain consumed in 
Ghent originated from the nowadays northern French region.48 Accordingly, the 

 
41 Ibidem. 
42 Ibid., p. 245. N. DE PAUW, De voorgeboden, p. 84-6. 
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inhabitants. 

45 Ibid., pp. 245-246. 
46 D. NICHOLAS, The Metamorphosis of a Medieval City, cit., p. 74-6, 250. 
47 P. SLAVIN, Market failure during the Great Famine in England and Wales (1315-1317), in “Past and 

Present”, 222, 2014, n. 1, pp. 9-49. 
48 J. DAMBRUYNE, Mensen en centen, cit., p. 291; A. DERVILLE, Le grenier des Pays-Bas, cit., p. 276. The 

treaty of Athis-sur-Orge (1305) recognised the Flemish independence at the cost of the castellanies of 
Lille, Douai and Orchies and the paying of exorbitant fines to King Philip IV. This treaty was closed 
after the Battle of Mons-en-Pévèle in 1304, where the French King sought revenge for the defeat in the 
Battle of the Golden Spurs in 1302. In 1369 all three castellanies were yielded back to Flanders with the 
marriage of Philip the Bold, Duke of Burgundy, and Margaret of Dampierre, Countess of Flanders. 
However, this political and legal dispute did not impede the cities in the nowadays northern French 
region to stop trading with other Flemish cities. A short general overview of this Franco-Flemish war 
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integration with these markets was one of the cornerstones of the Ghent market 
structure. As we have seen, the French trade embargo during the Hundred Years’ 
Wars caused severe shortages. To test the relationship between Ghent and the 
Northern-French region, the wheat prices for Lille, Douai and Cambrai are 
compared with the rye price of Ghent (graph 2).49 We have to keep in mind that we 
are comparing different types of grain, but this is inevitable due to the lack of data 
for wheat for the city of Ghent and vice versa for rye in the Northern French region. 

Graph 2.  The grain prices in Ghent & northern France in the Fourteenth 
century

 

Source: S. ESPEEL, Database fourteenth-century Flemish grain prices, compiled of the sources stated in 
note 49 for the cities in question. 

For the descriptive statistics, we have chosen to divide the century into three 
different sub-periods based on economic and demographic trends: a first one from 
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clearly visualize the mean price of the Northern French cities versus the series for Ghent. For Lille, the 
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the start of the century up until the Black Death, a second one between 1349 and 
1370 and the last one from 1371 to 1400. The general trend in the rye price for 
Ghent is equally visible for the wheat price in the other three cities. From 1370 
onwards, the price for the main type of grain consumed in the respective cities drops 
significantly. The descriptive statistics (table 1) confirm this: the price for all four 
cities in the period before 1370 is on average (over) 10 gr. silver/hl. higher than the 
price in the period 1371-1400. The northern French market is likewise less volatile 
after 1370 than before. The standard deviations of the different price series are 
significantly lower for all four cities after 1370 than before. This image corresponds 
neatly with the argument put forward by Bruce Campbell, in which he labels the 
three decades between 1340 and 1370 as a highly disruptive period after which the 
medieval economy and demography knew a full-scale recovery.50 Looking at the 
period before the Black Death, a high mean is combined with a high standard 
deviation for Ghent, Lille and Douai. The standard deviation for Lille is lower, partly 
because the highest peak of the Great Famine (1315-1317) is absent here. For 
Cambrai, data for the high price periods of 1315-1317 and at the start of the 1340s is 
absent, explaining the lower standard deviation. In the two decades after the Black 
Death, the means for all three northern French cities go up, while the mean for 
Ghent practically remains the same. Although the standard deviations drops for 
Ghent, those for Lille and Douai are still fairly high. The one for Cambrai is now 
even the highest of all cities.  

Table 1.  Descriptive statistics for the Flemish grain prices (gr. silver/hl.) in the four-
teenth century. 

Period  Ghent Lille Douai Cambrai 

1300-1400 
# data 90 75 76 86 
Mean 28.722 33.062 28.725 22.546 

Std.Dev. 12.489 10.171 13.689 10.062 

1300-1348 
# data 38 23 24 34 
Mean 32.236 35.474 33.199 25.243 

Std.Dev. 15.134 11.158 19.610 9.267 

1349-1370 
# data 22 22 22 22 
Mean 32.069 40.457 34.767 29.044 

Std.Dev. 9.982 7.543 8.273 10.539 

1371-1400 
# data 30 30 30 30 
Mean 21.816 25.790 20.716 14.726 

Std.Dev. 6.349 5.246 4.412 3.847 

Source: S. Espeel, Database fourteenth-century Flemish grain prices, compiled of the sources stated in 
note 49 for the cities in question. 

 
50 B.M.S. CAMPBELL, The Great Transition. Climate, Disease and Society in the Late-Medieval World, 

Cambridge 2016, p. 3-19. Although we have to keep in mind that we are comparing the northern 
French supply region with Ghent so the geographical distance is limited. As Campbell’s argument is 
mainly a climatological one, this would not have had much of an impact on two nearby regions. Testing 
the market integration of Flanders in the 14th century across different European regions will be carried 
out in a separate article by one of the authors, Stef Espeel. 
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As for market integration, this has been put at the centre of the debate of pre-
industrial economic growth, given that growth is mainly ascribed to the expansion of 
markets and the resulting increase of the division of labour and specialisation.51 
Scientific attention for market integration has exploded in the last decades, especially 
for the early modern and modern period.52 An important role was set aside for the 
agricultural markets in pre-modern periods, which improved allocation of (amongst 
others) grain products. A lower price volatility caused more stable food prices which 
lead to a higher food security and attenuated the negative relationship between 
income and death rates, which is presumed to be at work in hunger crises.53 A 
definition for market integration has been put forward by A. Cournot, who states 
that an integrated market is ‘an entire territory of which the parts are so united by 
the relations of unrestricted commerce that prices take the same level throughout 
with ease and rapidity’.54 This implies that the level of prices have to be at an 
equilibrium and that they must return quickly to that equilibrium after a price shock. 
The first preposition deals with the famous Law of One Price (LOP), implying that 
perfectly integrated markets handle the same prices for the same commodity, save 
for the transport costs between those markets.55 The second preposition focusses on 
the efficiency of the market. Information sharing and arbitrage imply that whenever 
price series move away from an equilibrium, they swiftly adjust. This can be 
measured with the speed of adjustment  and the development of stable linear 
developments. 

In this analysis, a three-way methodology will be used to test the level of these 
two prepositions of integration.56 To uncover the price convergence (stemming 
from the LOP), we will look at the cross-sectional coefficient of variation (CV) of 
the prices in the four cities.57 The operational efficiency of the market will be tested 

 
51 G. FEDERICO, M.-S. SCHULZE, O. VOLCKART, European goods market integration in the very long run: 

from the Black Death to the First World War, in “Economic History Working Papers”, 277, 2018; M. 
KELLY, The dynamics of Smithian Growth, in “The Quarterly Journal of Economics” 112, 1997, n. 3, pp. 
939-964; S.R. EPSTEIN, Freedom and Growth: The Rise of States and Markets in Europe, 1300-1750, London 
2000. 

52 An overview of the results and methodology that were used in the studies regarding market 
integration which were published in the last six decades is published by: G. FEDERICO, How much do we 
know about market integration in Europe?, in “Economic History Review”, 65, 2012, n. 2, pp. 470-497. 

53 D.S. JACKS, K.H. O’ROURKE, J.G. WILLIAMSON, Commodity price volatility and world market 
integration since 1700, in “Review of Economics and Statistics”, 93, 2011, n. 3, pp. 800-183; H. ALBERS, 
U. PFISTER, M. UEBELE, The Great Moderation of Grain Price Volatility: Market Integration vs. Climate Change, 
Germany, 1650-1790, in “EHES Working Papers” 135, 2018. 

54 A. COURNOT, Recherches sur les principles mathematiques de la theorie des richessesses, Paris, 1838; ID., 
Mathematical Principles of the Theory of Wealth, New York 1971, pp. 51-52. 

55 J. E. ANDERSON & E. VAN WINCOOP, Trade Costs, in “Journal of Economic Literature” 42 
(2004), pp. 691-751. 

56 Based on the methodology of D. CHILOSI et al., Europe’s many integrations: geography and grain 
markets, 1620-1913, in “Explorations in Economic History” 50, 2013, pp. 46-68, 48. 

57 A cross-sectional coefficient of variation is calculated with the prices of different cities in one 
year. This has only been constructed when there were at least three out of four data points available. G. 
FEDERICO, When did European markets integrate?, in “European Review of Economic History” 15/1 
(2011), pp. 93-126. 
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by two other measures. Looking at the speed of adjustment is not possible, because 
prices usually adjust within a year in integrated markets and the frequency that our 
sources permit us to use are annual averages.58 The measures that we are therefore 
bound to use are, first of all, the rolling coefficient of correlation (CC), which 
analyses the presence (or absence) of a stable linear relationship or co-movement 
between markets.59 Highly correlated prices signal on-going trade. By using the 
average 21-years rolling correlation coefficient between the price in each city and the 
average price, we will be testing the co-movement over time.60 A second 
measurement looks at the price volatility in individual localities, for which a rolling 
coefficient of variation over 11 years for each series will be used.61 Efficient markets 
imply better protection from local shocks, which causes more stable prices over 
time.62 

For Fifteenth century-Flanders, the integration of the Low Countries cereal 
market with several other European regions has been studied by Richard Unger. He 
argues that the distant grain trade had become indispensable to the Low Countries, 
with clear signs towards a highly integrated market.63 For the fourteenth century, 
Richard Unger observes that the degree of integration and the importance of the 
long distance trade is still uncertain because his analysis only commences in the last 
decades of the fourteenth century.64 Moreover, his analysis remained limited to one 
preposition by studying the correlation coefficients of the price series in question. 
For the neighbouring duchy of Brabant, Herman Van der Wee stated that the 
markets were also moving towards a growing integration in the Fifteenth century, a 
process which became more pronounced over time.65 In this paper, we are able to 
go back earlier in time thanks to our exceptional early data, looking at the pivotal 
period surrounding the disastrous pan-European outbreak of the Black Death. Next 
to the diachronic expansion, we also integrate the three-way methodology proposed 
by Chilosi et al. to study the market integration in a more extensive way than the two 
authors above. Because we are dealing with fourteenth-century grain prices – which 
are rare for the Low Countries – there are some gaps in the data, especially for the 

 
58 H. ALBERS, U. PFISTER, M. UEBELE, The Great Moderation of Grain Price Volatility: market integration 
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59 R. STUDER, India and the Great Divergence: Assessing the efficiency of grain markets in eighteenth- and 

nineteenth-century India, in “Journal of Economic History”, 68, 2008, n. 2, pp. 393-437. 
60 A rolling coefficient of correlation over 21 years has only been constructed when there were at 

least eleven out of twenty-one data points available for both series in question. 
61 A rolling coefficient of variation over eleven years has only been constructed for each series 

when there at least 6 data points available for the series in question. 
62  K.G. PERSSON, Grain Markets in Europe, 1500-1900: Integration and Deregulation, Cambridge 1999; 

S.R. EPSTEIN, Freedom and Growth, cit.; V.N. BATEMAN, The evolution of markets in early modern Europe, 
1350-1800: a study of wheat prices, in “Economic History Review”, 64, 2011, n. 2, pp. 447-471; D. CHILOSI 
et al., Europe’s many integrations, cit., p. 48. 

63 R.W. UNGER, Feeding the Low Countries Towns, cit., p. 334. 
64 Ibid., p. 334 and IDEM., Integration of Baltic and Low Countries grain markets, 1400-1800, in, The 

interactions of Amsterdam and Antwerp with the Baltic region, 1400-1800, ed. W.J. WIERTINGA, Leiden, 1983, 
pp. 1-10. 

65 H. VAN DER WEE, The Growth of the Antwerp Market and the European Economy (Fourteenth - Sixteenth 
centuries), The Hague 1963, pt. II, p. 407-422. 
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earlier decades. Therefore, when looking at long term evolutions, this analysis is only 
reliable from the second half of the 1320s onwards. 

The evolution of the price convergence within fourteenth century-Flanders, 
presented by the cross-sectional CV (Appendix 1, graph A), can be divided into five 
periods. The first one, from the late 1320s to around 1340, the grain prices in Ghent 
and northern France are converging towards each other. After 1340, until the mid-
1350s, the CV is rising again, signifying a divergence of the prices. The third period, 
running from the mid-1350s to 1370, had converging prices with a falling 
coefficient, steeper than during the first period. In the subsequent decades, until 
1390, prices are diverging again and in the last decade of the fourteenth century 
another convergence can be distinguished. A clear-cut path for the long term 
evolution of the price convergence cannot be discerned from the cross-sectional CV, 
although there are clear periods of convergence and divergence. For the period after 
the Ghent War, prices seem to convergence, resulting in an enhanced market 
integration. 

The operational efficiency of the market is partly tested by looking at the co-
movement (Appendix 1, graph B). Over the course of the century, again several 
periods can be discerned. The average rolling CC remains quite stable during the 
1330s, but rises steeply in the 1340s and 1350s. Afterwards, it hovers around 0.8 
until 1375. In the last quarter of the century, the trend for comparison between 
Ghent and Lille/Douai and Ghent and Cambrai differs significantly. While the CC 
for the series between Ghent and Lille/Douai rises again towards 0.7, the one with 
Cambrai drops dramatically, even to 0 from 1385 to 1395. When we switch back to 
the absolute prices, this is not surprising: Ghent, and to a lesser extent Lille and 
Douai, knew a small peak during that period, while Cambrai did not. The general 
drop in the CC that started after 1370 can probably be attributed to the drop in the 
absolute price level and its corresponding drop in the standard deviation after 1370 
for all four cities (see table 1). This drop was greater for Cambrai and lesser for 
Ghent, causing a greater disparity between them in the transition years towards 
those decades of lower prices.  

Lastly, the third analysis of the market integration looks at the price volatility 
over time (Appendix 1, graph C). At the end of the 1320s and beginning of the 
1330s, the average rolling CV is low and stable, after which it rises to a peak in the 
first years of the 1340s. From then onwards, the volatility over time keeps dropping, 
with some minor peaks in the second half of the 1350s, the first half of the 1370s 
and around 1390. The least volatile period for the whole century lies in the second 
half of the 1370s and right at the end of the century. 

Was the integration between 1355 and 1375 greater than for the period after? 
These statistical numbers seem to prove so. But in times of lower productivity and 
higher prices, the smaller volume of grain that reached the market will be driven 
towards the most competitive markets, resulting in a more (inter)regional trade and 
higher integration.66 Vice versa, when a more than average volume of grain reaches 

 
66 A mechanism put forward by D. FARMER, Prices and Wages, in The Agrarian History of England and 

Wales, 1042-1350, ed. H.E. HALLAM, London 1988, pp. 715-817; IDEM, Prices and Wages, 1350-1500, in 
The Agrarian History of England and Wales, 1348-1500, ed. E. MILLER, London 1993, pp. 431-525. 
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the market during a period of low prices, trade will be more localised, resulting in a 
lower integration. Since the price volatility is at its lowest point in the last quarter of 
the century, but the cross-sectional CV and rolling CC is higher than the previous 
period, it seems that this mechanism was in place between Ghent and northern-
France: more localised trade due to better conditions caused less volatile, but more 
divergent price paths. Nonetheless, the integration between Ghent and Douai/Lille 
stayed strongly in place (illustrated by the individual series in Appendix 1), implying 
a lasting strong link for grain trade between these latter cities making sure that the 
grain supply from the northern-French region towards Ghent (and Flanders) hardly 
suffered in the period after the Ghent War, on the contrary. 

4. A GOLDEN AGE? LABOUR BASED ENTITLEMENTS 

The question of food security and dearth periods is not solvable using only grain 
price series, as we have seen in the first part. It only describes one side of the debate. 
To uncover the question of how food security changed, it is vital to include the 
evolution of wages, especially in the decades before and after the Black Death.67 For 
Flanders, we have reconstructed a series of nominal wages for both skilled and 
unskilled construction workers in the fourteenth century based on the combination 
of published and unpublished wage data.68 

Combining the nominal wages with a nominal price series of rye, we can 
construct a series of real wages expressed in the amount of grain one could buy with 
the money they earned in a day. Because sources are lacking to systematically 
construct price series for other commodities, using this kind of real wage is most 
suited to study the evolution for the standard of living of the fourteenth-century 
Ghentenars. The real wage of both skilled and unskilled construction workers is 
shown in graph 3. On average, the ratio between the real wage for unskilled and 
skilled workers is about half. We should keep in mind that we are only discussing the 
income of full-time wage workers who live in the city.  On the countryside, the 
nominal income of farmers would have dropped significantly due to the general 
falling grain prices in this century (cfr. section 3).   

 
67 For a discussion of the Golden Age of Labour, see: J. HATCHER, Unreal Wages: Long-Run Living 

Standards and the ‘Golden Age’ of the Fifteenth Century, in Commercial Activity, Markets and Entrepreneurs in the 
Middle Ages: Essays in Honour of Richard Britnell, B. DODDS, C. LIDDY eds., Woodbridge 2011, pp. 1-24. 

68 One of the authors (Sam Geens) currently prepares a publication of this data into more detail, 
but for this article a summarised methodology can be found in appendix 2. 
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earlier decades. Therefore, when looking at long term evolutions, this analysis is only 
reliable from the second half of the 1320s onwards. 

The evolution of the price convergence within fourteenth century-Flanders, 
presented by the cross-sectional CV (Appendix 1, graph A), can be divided into five 
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and northern France are converging towards each other. After 1340, until the mid-
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1390, prices are diverging again and in the last decade of the fourteenth century 
another convergence can be distinguished. A clear-cut path for the long term 
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integration. 

The operational efficiency of the market is partly tested by looking at the co-
movement (Appendix 1, graph B). Over the course of the century, again several 
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for the series between Ghent and Lille/Douai rises again towards 0.7, the one with 
Cambrai drops dramatically, even to 0 from 1385 to 1395. When we switch back to 
the absolute prices, this is not surprising: Ghent, and to a lesser extent Lille and 
Douai, knew a small peak during that period, while Cambrai did not. The general 
drop in the CC that started after 1370 can probably be attributed to the drop in the 
absolute price level and its corresponding drop in the standard deviation after 1370 
for all four cities (see table 1). This drop was greater for Cambrai and lesser for 
Ghent, causing a greater disparity between them in the transition years towards 
those decades of lower prices.  

Lastly, the third analysis of the market integration looks at the price volatility 
over time (Appendix 1, graph C). At the end of the 1320s and beginning of the 
1330s, the average rolling CV is low and stable, after which it rises to a peak in the 
first years of the 1340s. From then onwards, the volatility over time keeps dropping, 
with some minor peaks in the second half of the 1350s, the first half of the 1370s 
and around 1390. The least volatile period for the whole century lies in the second 
half of the 1370s and right at the end of the century. 

Was the integration between 1355 and 1375 greater than for the period after? 
These statistical numbers seem to prove so. But in times of lower productivity and 
higher prices, the smaller volume of grain that reached the market will be driven 
towards the most competitive markets, resulting in a more (inter)regional trade and 
higher integration.66 Vice versa, when a more than average volume of grain reaches 
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the market during a period of low prices, trade will be more localised, resulting in a 
lower integration. Since the price volatility is at its lowest point in the last quarter of 
the century, but the cross-sectional CV and rolling CC is higher than the previous 
period, it seems that this mechanism was in place between Ghent and northern-
France: more localised trade due to better conditions caused less volatile, but more 
divergent price paths. Nonetheless, the integration between Ghent and Douai/Lille 
stayed strongly in place (illustrated by the individual series in Appendix 1), implying 
a lasting strong link for grain trade between these latter cities making sure that the 
grain supply from the northern-French region towards Ghent (and Flanders) hardly 
suffered in the period after the Ghent War, on the contrary. 

4. A GOLDEN AGE? LABOUR BASED ENTITLEMENTS 

The question of food security and dearth periods is not solvable using only grain 
price series, as we have seen in the first part. It only describes one side of the debate. 
To uncover the question of how food security changed, it is vital to include the 
evolution of wages, especially in the decades before and after the Black Death.67 For 
Flanders, we have reconstructed a series of nominal wages for both skilled and 
unskilled construction workers in the fourteenth century based on the combination 
of published and unpublished wage data.68 

Combining the nominal wages with a nominal price series of rye, we can 
construct a series of real wages expressed in the amount of grain one could buy with 
the money they earned in a day. Because sources are lacking to systematically 
construct price series for other commodities, using this kind of real wage is most 
suited to study the evolution for the standard of living of the fourteenth-century 
Ghentenars. The real wage of both skilled and unskilled construction workers is 
shown in graph 3. On average, the ratio between the real wage for unskilled and 
skilled workers is about half. We should keep in mind that we are only discussing the 
income of full-time wage workers who live in the city.  On the countryside, the 
nominal income of farmers would have dropped significantly due to the general 
falling grain prices in this century (cfr. section 3).   

 
67 For a discussion of the Golden Age of Labour, see: J. HATCHER, Unreal Wages: Long-Run Living 

Standards and the ‘Golden Age’ of the Fifteenth Century, in Commercial Activity, Markets and Entrepreneurs in the 
Middle Ages: Essays in Honour of Richard Britnell, B. DODDS, C. LIDDY eds., Woodbridge 2011, pp. 1-24. 

68 One of the authors (Sam Geens) currently prepares a publication of this data into more detail, 
but for this article a summarised methodology can be found in appendix 2. 
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Graph 3. Real wages in Fourteenth-century Ghent expressed in l. grain per day 

 
Sources: S. ESPEEL, Database fourteenth-century Flemish grain prices, compiled of the sources stated 
in note 49 for the cities in question & S. GEENS, Database fourteenth-century Flemish wages (see Ap-
pendix 2). 

The period with the lowest real wages was the one just before the Black Death 
struck the European continent in 1348. In the following decade, real wages rose 
again. Its peak was situated at the end of this century, especially after the ‘Ghent 
War’. To make any conclusions about food security, we need to look at the amount 
of days that are needed on an annual basis to support a household. In the literature, 
this is traditionally calculated with so-called consumer baskets.69 These have been 
compiled for Flanders from 1349 onwards by John H. Munro.70 Ideally, such baskets 
include an amount of different types of grain, some meat, fish, clothing, fuel and 
house rent. Because of lacking data, Munro has only included grain, butter, cheese 
and clothing in his Flemish consumer basket for the late middle ages. Since the 
period before the Black Death proves even more challenging to gather data, we will 
only consider the amount of grain that was needed to feed oneself (drink not 
included). In the basket constructed by Munro, this leads up to a total of 124.257 l. 
of farinaceous products per individual. Because a typical fourteenth-century urban 
household consisted of 4.5 members, we assume that 559.16 l. of grain was needed 
for subsistence.71 Using the real wages, we can subsequently calculate how much 

 
69 The use of this methodology for the study of standards of living has been put forward by Jean-

Pierre Sosson in: J.-P. SOSSON, Les niveaux de vie au bas Moyen Âge: en guise d’introduction, in: J.-P. SOSSON, 
C. THIRY, S. THONON, T. VAN HEMELRYCK eds., Les niveaux de vie au Moyen Âge: mesures, perceptions et 
representations, Louvain-la-Neuve, 1999, pp. 13-17. 

70 J.H. MUNRO, Builders’ Wages in Southern England and the Southern Low Countries, 1346 -1500: A 
Comparative Study of Trends in and Levels of Real Incomes, in L’Edilizia prima della rivoluzione industriale, secoli 
XIII-XVIII, Atti delle “Settimana di Studi” e altri convegni, n. 36, ed. S. CAVACIOCCHI, Istituto 
Internazionale di Storia Economica “Francesco Datini”, Florence 2005, pp. 1013-1076, 1049. 

  71On the size of medieval urban households in the Low Countries see P. STABEL, De kleine stad in 
Vlaanderen: bevolkingsdynamiek en economische functies van de kleine en secundaire stedelijke centra in het Gentse 
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days an (un)skilled labourer needed to work to purchase this amount (graph 4). In 
our model, extra proto-industrial work is excluded, as well as the potential earnings 
of the wife and children because of lack of sources or estimates. If the amount of 
days surpasses the theoretical maximum employment, we can label it as (extreme) 
poverty. Estimates of maximum working days range from 210 to 312 days per year.72 
In this study, we have chosen to use a maximum of 250 days.73 However, we still 
have to adjust this number since expenditure did not consist solely of grain. 
According to estimates by Phelps Brown and Hopkins for consumer baskets in 
medieval England, edible grain types amounted only to 20% of the total basket, 
excluding housing.74 Correspondingly, the benchmark line for poverty has to be set 
on 50 days. Thus, if someone had to work more than 50 days to buy the 559.16 l. of 
grain needed to feed his household, they are regarded as poor and we can label that 
year as a ‘dearth’ year. Naturally, people tend to adjust their expenses from costly 
(non-edible) commodities to food types with the most calorie-intake per amount of 
money, even if grain was higher priced than ‘normal’. Nonetheless, one should not 
lose their entitlement to basic needs, such as clothing, because of rising grain prices 
and we regard adjustments in the most basic composition of a consumer basket as 
dearth. 

On the long term, the standards of living in the building industry were rather 
favourable, especially for the skilled artisans. Its moving average never even crossed 
the amount of 40 days to work to purchase enough grain for their household. Only 
during the Great Famine (1315-1317), one of the worst subsistence crises in the 
whole of north-western Europe, it surpassed the poverty line (52 days of work). For 
unskilled labourers, the long-term moving average passes the poverty benchmark at 
the end of the 1340s. The amount of working days for these unskilled construction 
workers surpasses the poverty line in no less than 9 out of 38 years before the Black 

 
kwartier, 14de-16de eeuw, Brussels 1995, pp. 74-76; W. PREVENIER, La démographie des villes du comté de 
Flandre aux XIIIe et XIVe siècles, in “Revue du Nord”, 257, 1983, pp. 255-275; M. HOWELL, Women, 
Production, and Patriarchy in Late Medieval Cities, Chicago 1986, pp. 191-192.     

72 The highest estimate of 312 was obtained through the theoretical 52 weeks multiplied by 6 
working days per week. In the thirteenth century, an English agricultural labourer worked a maximum 
of 264 days (see: Walter of Henley and Other Treatises on Estate Management and Accounting, ed. D. 
OCHINKSKY, Oxford 1971, pp. 314-315). Etienne Scholliers similarly states that 264 is the maximum 
amount of days people could work in fifteenth- and sixteenth century Antwerp with conditions of full 
employment (see: E. SCHOLLIERS, Loonarbeid en honger. De levensstandaard in de XVe en XVIe eeuw te 
Antwerpen, Antwerp 1960, p. 87). In the publications of Herman Van der Wee the average amount of 
days of employment in the building industry in the Brabantine region was 210 (see: H. VAN DER WEE, 
Growth of the Antwerp Market, I: Statistics, cit., Appendix 48, pp. 540-4). This number is adopted by John 
Munro, arguing that sometime in the course of a year employment would have been disrupted by bad 
weather or discontinuities in supplies of building materials (see: J.H. MUNRO, Builders’ Wages in Southern 
England and the Southern Low Countries, cit., p. 1029). 

73 Robert Allen likewise applies this number, but by using the logic of working 5 days per week for 
50 weeks (see: R. ALLEN, The Great Divergence in European Wages and Prices from the Middle Ages to the First 
World War, in “Explorations in Economic History”, 38, 2001, n. 4, pp. 411-447, 425). Although, the 
normal working week was 6 days per week in the pre-modern era, but the employment would have 
been less, which is why we have chosen to use a maximum number of 250. 

74 E.H. PHELPS BROWN, S.V. HOPKINS, Seven Centuries of the Prices of Consumables, Compared with 
Builders’ Wage Rates, in “Economica, New Series”, 23, 1956, n. 92, pp. 296-298. 
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Graph 3. Real wages in Fourteenth-century Ghent expressed in l. grain per day 

 
Sources: S. ESPEEL, Database fourteenth-century Flemish grain prices, compiled of the sources stated 
in note 49 for the cities in question & S. GEENS, Database fourteenth-century Flemish wages (see Ap-
pendix 2). 
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days an (un)skilled labourer needed to work to purchase this amount (graph 4). In 
our model, extra proto-industrial work is excluded, as well as the potential earnings 
of the wife and children because of lack of sources or estimates. If the amount of 
days surpasses the theoretical maximum employment, we can label it as (extreme) 
poverty. Estimates of maximum working days range from 210 to 312 days per year.72 
In this study, we have chosen to use a maximum of 250 days.73 However, we still 
have to adjust this number since expenditure did not consist solely of grain. 
According to estimates by Phelps Brown and Hopkins for consumer baskets in 
medieval England, edible grain types amounted only to 20% of the total basket, 
excluding housing.74 Correspondingly, the benchmark line for poverty has to be set 
on 50 days. Thus, if someone had to work more than 50 days to buy the 559.16 l. of 
grain needed to feed his household, they are regarded as poor and we can label that 
year as a ‘dearth’ year. Naturally, people tend to adjust their expenses from costly 
(non-edible) commodities to food types with the most calorie-intake per amount of 
money, even if grain was higher priced than ‘normal’. Nonetheless, one should not 
lose their entitlement to basic needs, such as clothing, because of rising grain prices 
and we regard adjustments in the most basic composition of a consumer basket as 
dearth. 

On the long term, the standards of living in the building industry were rather 
favourable, especially for the skilled artisans. Its moving average never even crossed 
the amount of 40 days to work to purchase enough grain for their household. Only 
during the Great Famine (1315-1317), one of the worst subsistence crises in the 
whole of north-western Europe, it surpassed the poverty line (52 days of work). For 
unskilled labourers, the long-term moving average passes the poverty benchmark at 
the end of the 1340s. The amount of working days for these unskilled construction 
workers surpasses the poverty line in no less than 9 out of 38 years before the Black 
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Death. Afterwards, this only happened twice: in 1360 and 1370. In 1357, 1367 and 
1390 it hovered around 45 days. In terms of food security in the long-term, this 
would have been a huge improvement. At the end of the century, the standards of 
living were of the highest for the entire century. Again, it has to be stressed that 
these wages are for the construction workers who actually found work and got paid, 
which constituted only a fragment of the urban population. The standard of living 
for a lot of citizens would have been way lower than the unskilled workers. 

Graph 4. Annual standards of  living in fourteenth-century Ghent (expressed in mini-
mal days to work to feed a family of  4.5 for one year) 

 

Sources: S. ESPEEL, Database fourteenth-century Flemish grain prices, compiled of the sources stated 
in note 49 for the cities in question & S. GEENS, Database fourteenth-century Flemish wages (see Ap-
pendix 2). 

When looking at the moving average, we are ignoring the short-term price peaks 
in which people were unable to afford sufficient nourishment. The most important 
issue for these high price peaks is exactly how long people could not afford their 
subsistence. By using annual standards of living and the moving average, it is 
impossible to unravel if a dearth period lasted for several months, a whole year or 
even multiple years. Famine studies regard a high price peak period as one where the 
grain price rose more than 100% above the ‘normal’ price.75 These high price 
periods were prone to have caused famines. Such price peaks occurred in Ghent 

 
75 This is a methodology adopted from J. DIJKMAN, D. CURTIS, T. LAMBRECHT & E. VANHAUTE, 

Low Countries, in G. ALFANI & C. Ó’GRÁDA eds., Famine in European History, Cambridge 2017, p. 123-
125. The ‘normal’ price level is defined as the average price in the ninth to second year before the crisis, 
leaving out the highest and lowest value. This method is carried out using the nominal prices expressed 
in Flemish groat per hectolitre. 
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during the Great Famine (+299% in 1315 and +230% in 1316), in 1340 (+119%) 
and in 1360 (+115%).76 Interestingly, when we compare graph 1 and graph 4, a high 
price peak does not necessarily coincide with a dearth period. Therefore, the 
methodology for the selection of famine periods based solely on price levels is not 
sufficient, in the sense that no wage levels are included. Using graph 5, we have 
selected problematic periods of which some were already highlighted by the price 
level of grain. Obviously, the Great Famine still stands out as the harshest period of 
the whole century. The year 1316 is also the only one where even the skilled artisans 
would not have reached the necessary amount of working days, as stated before. 
Next, the graph above indicates that the period from 1335 to 1348 knew worsening 
standards of living. In the decades after the Black Death, the years 1360 and 1370 
witnessed the severest conditions for the Ghentenars. While the Great Famine 
probably interrupted the provisioning and the security of food for the Flemish cities 
(and even countryside) for several years, we are unable to check precisely when this 
started and stopped. For the other dearth periods, we do have monthly price 
averages.77 Using the monthly standards of living, we can now look in depth at the 
duration of certain dearth periods and exactly pinpoint how long a household would 
be food insecure.  

Since we are now dealing with monthly averages, the data in graph 5 and 6 has 
also been converted to the amount of working days per month that is needed to feed 
a family of five for one month: just over 4 days. For the first period in which we are 
taking a closer look (1335-1348), the data for unskilled workers indicates a dearth 
period that starts at least in August 1339 and only drops under the poverty line again 
in November 1345. Of course, there is a lot of missing data, for instance the huge 
gaps between July 1340 and August 1341 and between April 1343 until December 
1344. During those gaps, the standard of living could have ameliorated again, but we 
cannot know for sure. It is noteworthy that the annual data (graph 5) do not show 
any sign of skilled workers struggling, but with the more detailed monthly averages it 
is clear that they too struggled during the spring of 1342. Those months were clearly 
the harshest during the dearth of 1335-1348 in Ghent, when the minimal 
employment for the unskilled even climbed to 7.7 working days per month (85% 
higher than the benchmark poverty line). Assuming that the standards of living did 
not improve during the data gaps, there is a period of at least 6 years of hardship for 
the majority of Ghent inhabitants. If it did improve, there were at least three periods 
where the dearth lasted for one year or more (during 1340, 1342 and 1345). Note 
that the standard of living worsened again from 1347 onwards for the unskilled 
workers, but monthly averages are lacking for the following years. Again, it has to be 
stressed that people could of course have adjusted their spending pattern and invest 

 
76 If we include ‘minor’ price peaks of +50% significantly more price peaks are discerned: 1321, 

1330, 1343, 1347, 1357, 1363, 1367, 1370, 1390, 1396. It is striking that the period around the Black 
Death was not that impactful for the price of rye in Ghent. 

77 For Ghent, these are in small numbers supplies by the accounts of the poor table of St. Nicolas: 
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Death. Afterwards, this only happened twice: in 1360 and 1370. In 1357, 1367 and 
1390 it hovered around 45 days. In terms of food security in the long-term, this 
would have been a huge improvement. At the end of the century, the standards of 
living were of the highest for the entire century. Again, it has to be stressed that 
these wages are for the construction workers who actually found work and got paid, 
which constituted only a fragment of the urban population. The standard of living 
for a lot of citizens would have been way lower than the unskilled workers. 

Graph 4. Annual standards of  living in fourteenth-century Ghent (expressed in mini-
mal days to work to feed a family of  4.5 for one year) 

 

Sources: S. ESPEEL, Database fourteenth-century Flemish grain prices, compiled of the sources stated 
in note 49 for the cities in question & S. GEENS, Database fourteenth-century Flemish wages (see Ap-
pendix 2). 

When looking at the moving average, we are ignoring the short-term price peaks 
in which people were unable to afford sufficient nourishment. The most important 
issue for these high price peaks is exactly how long people could not afford their 
subsistence. By using annual standards of living and the moving average, it is 
impossible to unravel if a dearth period lasted for several months, a whole year or 
even multiple years. Famine studies regard a high price peak period as one where the 
grain price rose more than 100% above the ‘normal’ price.75 These high price 
periods were prone to have caused famines. Such price peaks occurred in Ghent 

 
75 This is a methodology adopted from J. DIJKMAN, D. CURTIS, T. LAMBRECHT & E. VANHAUTE, 

Low Countries, in G. ALFANI & C. Ó’GRÁDA eds., Famine in European History, Cambridge 2017, p. 123-
125. The ‘normal’ price level is defined as the average price in the ninth to second year before the crisis, 
leaving out the highest and lowest value. This method is carried out using the nominal prices expressed 
in Flemish groat per hectolitre. 
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during the Great Famine (+299% in 1315 and +230% in 1316), in 1340 (+119%) 
and in 1360 (+115%).76 Interestingly, when we compare graph 1 and graph 4, a high 
price peak does not necessarily coincide with a dearth period. Therefore, the 
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the majority of Ghent inhabitants. If it did improve, there were at least three periods 
where the dearth lasted for one year or more (during 1340, 1342 and 1345). Note 
that the standard of living worsened again from 1347 onwards for the unskilled 
workers, but monthly averages are lacking for the following years. Again, it has to be 
stressed that people could of course have adjusted their spending pattern and invest 
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more in the more calorie-rich bread grains or other food types, but this would have 
come at the cost of another basic commodity. 

Graph 5.  Monthly standards of  living during the years of  1335-1348 in Ghent (ex-
pressed in minimal days to work to feed a family of  4.5 for one month) 

 

Sources: S. ESPEEL, Database fourteenth-century Flemish grain prices, compiled of the sources stated 
in note 49 for the cities in question & S. GEENS, Database fourteenth-century Flemish wages (see Ap-
pendix 2). 

Graph 6.  Monthly standards of  living during the periods of  1358-62 and 1368-72 in 
Ghent (expressed in minimal days to work to feed a family of  4.5 for one month) 

 

Sources: S. ESPEEL, Database fourteenth-century Flemish grain prices, compiled of the sources stated 
in note 49 for the cities in question & S. GEENS, Database fourteenth-century Flemish wages (see Ap-
pendix 2). 
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For the years around 1360, shown in graph 6, the standard of living for unskilled 
construction workers crosses the poverty line in September 1359. Employment 
climbs up to 5.4 working days (29.6% higher than the poverty line) in July 1360. 
Afterwards, there is a gap in the data until August 1361, when it still stands at 5.1 
working days per month (22.4% above poverty). Next, it drops quickly to a 
reasonable amount of around 3 working days (28% below poverty). The skilled 
workers probably had no problems during this period, although it is equally unclear 
what happened between July 1360 and August 1361. If we assume that it did not 
drop below the poverty line in that hiatus, this dearth period lasted 24 months. A 
decade later, around 1370, the standard of living already crossed the poverty 
benchmark in June 1368 (4.3 days, 3.2% above poverty). From August 1369 on, it 
knew a steep rise with a peak in the following August 1370 (6.3 days per month, 
51.2% above poverty). It only dropped beneath the poverty line after April 1371, 
comprising a dearth period with a length of 20 months. Both these dearth periods 
after the Black Death were less extensive and less severe than the one in the 1340s, 
but we cannot disregard the interplay with other factors, such as disease. In 1360 
and 1369 there were plague outbreaks which had more impact on the Flemish cities 
than the initial Black Death of 1349.78 W. Blockmans studied the mortality rate 
derived from tutelage records from the city of Ghent. Tutelage was twice as high in 
1360-1361 and two and a half times higher in 1368-1369 than during the five 
preceding ‘normal’ years. It reached its peak in the months June until November for 
both plague outbreaks, which coincides with the 1360 peak of bad standards of 
living, but not with the 1370 one. For the latter period, the highest mortality has 
been recorded during the small peak of bad standards of living in June 1368. 
Mortality rates just after the Black Death (1350-52) only reach a surplus of 13% 
above ‘normal’. This is a clear indication that periods of disease did not necessarily 
coincide with high prices or dire standards of living. We should also be aware that in 
the case of malnutrition, there could have been a time lag between worsened 
standards of living and a rising mortality. In any case, in times of such hardship, the 
city council did try to regulate the grain market in the form of export bans and other 
measures in such manner that there would be sufficient quantities of grain in the city 
(cfr. section 3), but controlling the price levels was not always successful. 

Combining newly and especially detailed price and wage series for Ghent to 
assess the standard of living in the fourteenth-century city proved fruitful. The new 
data dating back to before the Black Death provides a clear picture of the long-term 
evolution. Food security improved by a significant degree towards the end of the 
fourteenth century. People were more capable in feeding themselves after the Black 
Death, mainly because of rising wage levels. However, this view on the long run 
excludes dearth periods in which people experienced serious difficulties for several 

 
78 W. BLOCKMANS, The social and economic effects of plague in the Low Countries: 1349-1500, in “Revue 

belge de philologie et d’histoire”, 58, 1980, n. 4, pp. 833-863, 839-841. Recently, Joris Roosen & Daniel 
Curtis wrote an article about the severe effect of plague in the Southern Netherlands including a 
detailed mortality rate for the county of Hainaut (south of Flanders). They also stress that the crisis of 
1360 was harsher than others, although their sources only date back to 1349. J. ROOSEN, D. CURTIS, The 
‘light touch’ of the Black Death in the Southern Netherlands: an urban trick?, “Economic History Review”, 72, 
2019, n. 1, pp. 32-56, 42-43. 
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above ‘normal’. This is a clear indication that periods of disease did not necessarily 
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standards of living and a rising mortality. In any case, in times of such hardship, the 
city council did try to regulate the grain market in the form of export bans and other 
measures in such manner that there would be sufficient quantities of grain in the city 
(cfr. section 3), but controlling the price levels was not always successful. 

Combining newly and especially detailed price and wage series for Ghent to 
assess the standard of living in the fourteenth-century city proved fruitful. The new 
data dating back to before the Black Death provides a clear picture of the long-term 
evolution. Food security improved by a significant degree towards the end of the 
fourteenth century. People were more capable in feeding themselves after the Black 
Death, mainly because of rising wage levels. However, this view on the long run 
excludes dearth periods in which people experienced serious difficulties for several 

 
78 W. BLOCKMANS, The social and economic effects of plague in the Low Countries: 1349-1500, in “Revue 

belge de philologie et d’histoire”, 58, 1980, n. 4, pp. 833-863, 839-841. Recently, Joris Roosen & Daniel 
Curtis wrote an article about the severe effect of plague in the Southern Netherlands including a 
detailed mortality rate for the county of Hainaut (south of Flanders). They also stress that the crisis of 
1360 was harsher than others, although their sources only date back to 1349. J. ROOSEN, D. CURTIS, The 
‘light touch’ of the Black Death in the Southern Netherlands: an urban trick?, “Economic History Review”, 72, 
2019, n. 1, pp. 32-56, 42-43. 



STEF ESPEEL, SAM GEENS 
 

410

months or even years in a row. In those cases, the monthly price averages are 
extremely useful, showing when precisely such hardship started and how long people 
had to endure. Constructing a detailed chronology of dearth periods is an essential 
element in the study of famines. Using this methodology, the length of the dearth 
period of the 1340s stands out. For six years, urban households had to adapt their 
expense patterns for basic commodities. After the Black Death, the price peaks of 
1360 and 1370 caused similar hardship, although for a shorter period. 

5. TO INHERIT IS TO THRIVE? INHERITANCE BASED ENTITLEMENTS 

Aside from income, economic inequality is most commonly defined as the 
distribution of wealth. In terms of food security, it constitutes an important set of 
assets, the so-called inheritance-based entitlement, that can be transferred directly 
into or traded for food (cfr. section 3 and 4). It is therefore necessary to retrace the 
distribution of wealth in fourteenth-century Ghent. Did inequality and wealth levels 
change over time? If so, who benefitted and who lost? To what extent did wealth 
composition contribute to food security? 

According to recent studies of Italian societies, inequality declined sharply after 
the Black Death and would not reach its previous levels until the sixteenth century.79 
While the precise drivers are still uncertain, it is clear that the downward trend is 
driven by a significant loss in the share of the richest 10%. Who benefitted from this 
redistribution varied however from one community to another. For example, in 
Santa Maria Impruneta gains were relatively even across all social layers, while in 
Poggibonsi the higher middle classes profited most.80 Food security probably 
improved for the majority of the population in the former case, whereas 
improvements were potentially concentrated to a limited group in the latter case. Of 
course, any positive effects by changes in the distribution (relative) could be offset 
by a decrease in the total wealth (absolute). And even if inequality and wealth levels 
remained stable, changes in the composition of wealth could have an impact on food 
security.  

To chart the evolution of wealth inequality, levels and composition in Ghent, we 
employ inheritance inventories. Compared to tax registers, the most frequently used 
source for medieval inequality, probate inventories provide only a sample of the 
population rather than a cross-section. And while both suffer from a social bias, 
often excluding the propertyless, it is much harder to estimate the distribution of the 
total population with a dynamic sample entailed in inheritance inventories. Despite 
these drawbacks, the source type has already been successfully employed by other 
scholars to produce assessments of wealth in historic societies.81 Probate inventories 

 
79 G. ALFANI, F. AMMANNATI, Long-term trends in economic inequality, in “Economic History Review”, 

70, 2017, n. 4, pp. 1072-1102; G. ALFANI, Economic Inequality in Northwestern Italy, in “Journal of 
Economic History”, 75, 2015, n. 4, pp. 1058-1096. 

80 G. ALFANI, F. AMMANNATI, Long-term trends, cit., pp. 1091-1092. 
81 H. CANBAKAL, A. FILIZTEKIN, Wealth and Inequality in Ottoman Bursa, 1500-1840, Unpublished 

paper presented at the conference on the Political Economy of the Muslim World, Houston 2013; P. 
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complement tax registers as they have the important advantage of providing a more 
comprehensive picture of household assets.82 Furthermore, inventories tend to be 
more abundantly available than taxation lists, allowing us to analyse evolutions at 
more frequent intervals. 

For the city of Ghent, probate inventories connected to the inheritance of 
orphans are preserved from 1349 on, making them one of the oldest series for 
Europe.83 According to the city’s customs, the aldermen were responsible for 
appointing guardians for and register the share of inheritance bequeathed to minor 
citizens who had lost one or both parents. In other words, anyone who did not have 
minor heirs are not included in the source, i.e. children, clergymen or unmarried 
singles. However, since the mortality rate in medieval cities was relatively high and 
the age of the majority was much higher than today (25 years or when someone 
married) the probability of leaving an inheritance to (a) minor(s) was far from rare.84 
According to Liliane Wynant, the inventories represent on average 10% of all 
married adult deaths.85 Another, perhaps more important, social bias involves the 
cost of registration. Contrary to other Flemish cities, citizenship in Ghent was free 
and thus, in theory, the orphan inventories could include all social layers. In practice, 
the lower classes with limited to no assets did not register their inheritance as a fee 
of 40 deniers Flemish groat (equivalent of 4 days of skilled work) had to be paid for 
drawing up the inventory.86 Nevertheless, the level of recorded wealth (see table 2) 
seem to hint at a rather inclusive source with minimal values equal to 147 gr. silver 
or 15 days of skilled work. The inclusiveness also seemed to increase throughout the 
period as more inventories equal to less than a year of skilled work were recorded. 
At the upper end of society, the high nobility is also underrepresented as they used 
their own courts to settle and register inheritances. Lower nobility, mostly daughters 
married to rich traders or merchants, are however well recorded (around 6.75% of 
all inventories). 

 
 
 
 

 
LINDERT, Unequal English Wealth since 1670, in “Journal of Political Economy”, 94, 1986, n. 6, pp. 1127-
1167. 

82 Except for the detailed Florentine catasti, most tax registers only record a general assessment of 
wealth based on vague criteria. 

83 Summaries of the inventories have been made for the period 1349-1400 and have been used to 
construct the database. L. WYNANT, Regesten van de staten van goed: 1349-1400, Brussels 1985. 

84 A. GHEDOLF, Coutume de la ville de Gand, Brussels 1868, pp. 95-98. 
85 L. WYNANT, Peiling naar de vermogensstruktuur te Gent op basis van de staten van goed 1380-1389, in 

Studiën betreffende de sociale strukturen te Brugge, Kortrijk en Gent in de 14de en 15de eeuw, Heule 1973 (UGA, 
Standen en Landen, 63), pp. 48-138, 50.    

86 L. WYNANT, Regesten, cit., vol. 2, n°4808.   
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complement tax registers as they have the important advantage of providing a more 
comprehensive picture of household assets.82 Furthermore, inventories tend to be 
more abundantly available than taxation lists, allowing us to analyse evolutions at 
more frequent intervals. 

For the city of Ghent, probate inventories connected to the inheritance of 
orphans are preserved from 1349 on, making them one of the oldest series for 
Europe.83 According to the city’s customs, the aldermen were responsible for 
appointing guardians for and register the share of inheritance bequeathed to minor 
citizens who had lost one or both parents. In other words, anyone who did not have 
minor heirs are not included in the source, i.e. children, clergymen or unmarried 
singles. However, since the mortality rate in medieval cities was relatively high and 
the age of the majority was much higher than today (25 years or when someone 
married) the probability of leaving an inheritance to (a) minor(s) was far from rare.84 
According to Liliane Wynant, the inventories represent on average 10% of all 
married adult deaths.85 Another, perhaps more important, social bias involves the 
cost of registration. Contrary to other Flemish cities, citizenship in Ghent was free 
and thus, in theory, the orphan inventories could include all social layers. In practice, 
the lower classes with limited to no assets did not register their inheritance as a fee 
of 40 deniers Flemish groat (equivalent of 4 days of skilled work) had to be paid for 
drawing up the inventory.86 Nevertheless, the level of recorded wealth (see table 2) 
seem to hint at a rather inclusive source with minimal values equal to 147 gr. silver 
or 15 days of skilled work. The inclusiveness also seemed to increase throughout the 
period as more inventories equal to less than a year of skilled work were recorded. 
At the upper end of society, the high nobility is also underrepresented as they used 
their own courts to settle and register inheritances. Lower nobility, mostly daughters 
married to rich traders or merchants, are however well recorded (around 6.75% of 
all inventories). 
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Tab. 2.  Wealth levels in the orphan inventories of  Ghent (1349-1400). 

 Sample period 

 1349-55 1371-75 1379-85 1395-1400 

Total (N) 302 391 635 477 
Inclusiveness (wealth < 1year skilled wage) 4.0% 9.2% 5.8% 13.2% 
Median wealth (in gr silver) 13,449 10,106 12,654 9,172 
Median wealth (> 1 year skilled wage)  14,510   11,183   13,759   11,640  

Min wealth (in gr silver) 548 330 427 147 
Max wealth (in gr silver) 821,859* 557,966 455,549 575,237 
Gini (all) 0.68* 0.68 0.58 0.67 
Gini (> 1 year skilled wage) 0.68 0.65 0.56 0.63 

*: Numbers calculated without probate inventory n°210 involving the inheritance of the count’s sister, 
which had a disproportionate effect on the distribution and can be considered exceptional as no other 
inventory achieved such wealth levels. 
Source: S. Geens, W. Ryckbosch, Database of the Ghent orphan inventories. 

To assess the evolution of inheritance-based entitlements, we have selected 
inventories for three sample periods spread evenly across the century: 1349-55, 
1371-75 and 1395-1400. We have also included a sample for the Ghent revolt of 
1379-85 to analyse the impact of warfare. Together, the four samples encompass 
1805 inventories. The orphan registers generally recorded annuities, chattels, liquid 
assets, houses and land, though the level of detail may vary from one to another. We 
have estimated the total wealth of households by calculating the value of every 
component based on the recorded real values, rental or lease values, the size, or – if 
no information is given – the median value of all similar assets with a value in other 
inventories of the sample period (see appendix 3 for a more detailed description of 
the method). For around one third of the records (n = 682) no information on the 
wealth components is given, because the heirs opted to pay a one-time sum (called 
afkoop) to free themselves from the legal obligations regarding the minors. This sum 
was proportional to the total estimated wealth and records involving afkoop could 
therefore be included in our database. Especially the higher classes made use of this 
right (around half of the inventories in QU4-5 vs. 29% in QU1-3).  

In terms of absolute levels of wealth, the second half of the fourteenth century 
seems to be one of declining prosperity, which is in line with its economic trajectory. 
Both median and average levels reduced by around one fifth between the first and 
last sample period, even when controlling for the changing inclusiveness of the 
orphan registers. This trend was probably reinforced by the impact of the first 
plague waves. Although our observations are limited for the pre-Black Death period 
(n=10 for 1349), the value of household assets in 1349 was similar to those in later 
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periods.87 Massive mortalities caused a sudden increase in wealth per household 
because the total stock was redistributed among fewer households. Indeed, the 
annual evolution of wealth (see graph 7) is characterised by spikes one year after 
plague years (1350, 1354, 1380), which resulted in disproportional higher levels in 
some sample periods.88 Remarkably, median and average values fell sharply shortly 
after plague waves. Such an observation is in line with the thesis of an increased 
migration from countryside to towns after mortality spikes, proposed by several 
scholars.89 Poorer households in search for new opportunities upheld the urban 
population of Ghent to some degree but also brought wealth levels back down.  

Graph 7.  Annual evolution of  the total wealth in the orphan inventories of  Ghent 
(1349-1400) 

 

Sources: S. GEENS, W. RYCKBOSCH, Database of the Ghent orphan inventories.  

When excluding the short spikes from plagues, the decline of wealth levels in the 
orphan registers and thus the total assets that could be traded for food was rather 
limited. Similarly, table 2 reports relatively few changes in the total inequality over 
the long term (Gini coefficient decreased only by 0.05). However, this does not 
mean that everything remained the same. We need to remind ourselves that our 
sample only includes citizens with at least a modest set of assets. Changes in the 
wealth of non-citizens and those with little to no wealth are thus not registered and 

 
87 Even though the Black Death reached the Low Countries in 1349, orphan inventories of this 

year are largely unaffected by these events because wealth accumulation after plague years is associated 
with an increased share of bequests per capita. We expect that those dying during the epidemic had 
profited little from this boom in inheritances.  

88 Although a clear spike in mortality, it is uncertain if 1353 was related to plague. For the 
identification of plague years: J. ROOSEN, D. CURTIS, The ‘light touch’ of the Black Death, cit., pp. 32-56. 

89 Ibid., pp. 51-52; G. ALFANI, F. AMMANNATI, Long-term trends, cit., p. 1098. 
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Tab. 2.  Wealth levels in the orphan inventories of  Ghent (1349-1400). 
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Source: S. Geens, W. Ryckbosch, Database of the Ghent orphan inventories. 
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could influence real inequality. Nevertheless, important evolutions in both the 
distribution of wealth and its components can be found in our samples.  

Appendix 4 shows the share of total wealth owned by each decile per sample 
period, the absolute and relative growth rates between the sample periods. The latter 
information is also summarised in graph 8. After the Black Death, the picture for 
Ghent looks very similar to the one for Poggibonsi (cfr. supra). Except for 
significant losses within the richest 10% of society, all classes saw their share in the 
total wealth increase. The largest gains were situated in D8 and 9, which explains 
why the general Gini coefficient remained almost the same. 

Graph 8.  Evolution of  the relative growth rate per decile in the orphan inventories of  
Ghent between different sample periods (1349-1400) 

 

Source: S. GEENS, W. RYCKBOSCH, Database of the Ghent orphan inventories.  

Inequality decreased in the 1370s when the lower classes in our sample (D1-6) 
enlarged their household assets comparatively more than other groups. While a 
precise explanation of this trend falls outsides the scope of this article, we presume 
that such gains are connected to the massive increase of real wages during this 
period (cfr. section 4) because citizens of these deciles were highly dependent on 
wages for their income. In addition, lots of properties were destroyed or forfeited 
during the Ghent revolt (1379-1385). Traders had fled the city. Land prices declined 
by two thirds.90 Annuities, leases and debts were often impossible to collect. 91  

 
90 E. THOEN, Landbouwekonomie en bevolking in Vlaanderen gedurende de late Middeleeuwen en het begin van 

de Moderne Tijden. Testregio: de kasselrijen van Oudenaarde en Aalst (eind 13de- eerste helft 16de eeuw), Ghent 
1988, pp. 882-883. 
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These types of assets were especially important to the higher classes (see graph 9). 
Consequently, the top 20% of our sample was hit the hardest as is evident from the 
falling average and maximum wealth levels. 

Graph 9.  Wealth composition of  the orphan inventories per quintile (1349-1400)  

 
Source: S. GEENS, W. RYCKBOSCH, Database of the Ghent orphan inventories. 

After the revolt, almost the exact opposite trend is visible, wiping out (almost) 
all gains of the lower classes (D1-4). The shock to the economic capital and the 
unstable political situation was disastrous for the urban economy and, presumably, 
employment levels. The textile industry, still the largest sector in the city, reached its 
nadir during the 1380s. The evolving composition of household wealth largely 
confirms this trend. The share of land, of liquid assets (including debts) and of 
annuities in the total value of all inventories declined sharply during the revolt (their 
share was respectively reduced by 39%, 12% and 19%). Afterwards, investments 
outside the city increased significantly, probably compounding the declining urban 
economy. The share of land and annuities increased again (+48% and +104%), 
while that of houses was reduced by half. 

Despite relatively unchanging inequality and median wealth levels, the detailed 
study of the distribution revealed some clear winners and losers in terms of 
inheritance-based entitlements during the second half of the fourteenth century. The 
higher middle groups (D8-9) were most successful in enlarging their total assets, 
much at the cost of the richest groups. Of course, such a reduction had little effect 
on the food security of the latter as the median value of their wealth was still equal 
to 40 years of skilled labour. Solid gains were also visible for deciles 2 to 7. In 
contrast, the poorest households in our samples lost ground after the Ghent revolt. 
Accounting for the difference in inclusiveness, the median value of the lowest decile 

 
91 D. NICHOLAS, The Metamorphosis of a Medieval City, cit., pp. 10-16. 
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declined from the equivalent of 111 hectolitres of rye to 67.5 hectolitres, a reduction 
of more than one third.92 For this group, their modest wealth could prove a critical 
buffer in times of need. Crudely put, if they sold their entire property but their 
house, they would be able to feed their household for 3 years before the war and 
only 2 years after.93 For lower groups, such a reduction would be problematic and 
could push them into poverty. The minimal reported wealth in the inventories of the 
1395-1400 sample, for example, could only overcome two months of hardship. 
Although those poorer households are largely absent in the orphan registers, their 
fate seems to mirror that of the first decile of the database. Evidence from charity 
institutions and donations, suggests that poverty declined substantially after the 
Black Death but became problematic again after the Ghent revolt.94 

 
6. PRODUCTION BASED ENTITLEMENTS 

The last group of entitlements relates to the assets and skills that can be used to 
produce food for own consumption. According to Amartya Sen, households owning 
such entitlements are more food secure because they are not (entirely) dependent on 
their exchange entitlement. In the case of increasing prices, having direct access to 
food is certainly advantageous. The share-cropper, for example, is certain of an 
income in food, whereas the landless labourer would witness a serious decline in 
purchasing power during price peaks. On the other hand, the former is more prone 
to production failures.95 This last section explores who controlled the modes of 
production in the city of Ghent and how these entitlements changed over time. 

The orphan inventories discussed in previous paragraphs contain valuable 
information on the owners of various modes of production. Graph 10 shows the 
economic position of several occupational groups based on their property. Naturally, 
owning a bakery, for example, didn’t necessarily mean that they were bakers, but the 
inventories provide unfortunately scant information on the occupational status of 
the deceased. Taken all samples together, we managed to identify 116 inventories of 
food related occupations (bakers, brewers, butchers, millers) and 99 inventories of 
other sectors (textile, transportation and building). Except for butchers, all food 
related occupational groups were wealthier than the average citizen of Ghent. 
Owners of mills were exceptionally wealthy, half of them belonging to the richest 
25% in our samples. They also boasted the highest proportion of nobles for any 
occupational group (5 out of a total of 26 were or were married to a noble) and 
often held large amounts of lands. The inventory of Gillis van den Hulle showed 
that some bakers also owned a mill. Boudin Ghiselaes and Clays van der Venne also 

 
92 To account for inclusiveness, we have taken the median value of the poorest 10% of inventories 

in the sample of 1395-1400 with a value equal or greater to the minimum value in the sample of 1349-
55. 

93 Calculation based on the earlier assumption that a household of 4,5 needed 559,16 liters of grain 
per year and that this constituted 20% of the total expenditures (see section 4).  

94 Ibid., pp. 56-57.  
95 A. SEN, Poverty and Famines, cit., pp. 4-6. 

FEEDING INEQUALITIES: THE ROLE OF ECONOMIC INEQUALITIES AND THE URBAN MARKET 417

possessed a brewery.96 Such an overlap between related professions was certainly not 
rare within fourteenth-century Ghent.97 These groups naturally ticked all the boxes 
in terms of food security: they possessed both the agricultural production and the 
means to process their grain into basic food, such as beer and bread.   

Graph 10.  The economic position of  different occupational groups in the orphan in-
ventories of  Ghent (1349-1400) 

 

Source: S. GEENS, W. RYCKBOSCH, Database of the Ghent orphan inventories. 

The relatively low economic position of the butchers seems somewhat surprising 
given their political power, the hereditary nature of the profession (meat stalls could 
only be inherited), and the increased consumption of meat in the second half of the 
fourteenth-century Flanders.98 However, income from meat stalls was relatively 
limited. A lease of a stall in 1387, for example, was only worth the equivalent of 91.5 
days of skilled labour. Furthermore, the butchers failed to institute an effective 
monopoly on the sale of meat. While meat slaughtered outside the city had to be 
brought to the butchers, citizens of Ghent were free to own animals, slaughter them 
within the city and sell them to others. Apparently, bakers made frequent use of this 
right. They even controlled much of the pig trade with the local churches.99 
Generally speaking, the food processing industry of Ghent was thus mainly 

 
96 L. WYNANT, Regesten, cit., vol. 2, n°4741, 3552, 4823. 
97 D. NICHOLAS, The Metamorphosis of a Medieval City, cit., pp. 252-253. 
98 E. THOEN, T. SOENS, Vegetarians or Carnivores? Standards of living and diet in late medieval Flanders, in 

Economic and biological interactions in the pre-industrial Europe from the 13th to the 18th centuries, Atti delle 
“Settimana di Studi” e altri convegni, n. 41, ed. S. CAVACIOCCHI, Florence 2010, pp. 495-527.  

99 D. NICHOLAS, The Metamorphosis of a Medieval City, cit., pp. 253-261. 
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controlled by wealthy citizens who were often active in different branches of the 
sector. 

While assets like bakeries and breweries were essential components of the food 
sector, it is land that constitutes the most important source of production in a 
premodern society. As Sam Geens has shown, the access to land played a crucial role 
in food security during the Great Famine of 1315-17. Size of the property, the 
distribution of rights over and the use of land determined how resilient farm owners 
were against one of the worst subsistence crises in history.100 Several scholars also 
highlight the importance of the flexibility in which leases could be paid. Most lease 
contracts in late medieval Flanders stipulated a cash sum to be paid in regular 
intervals. Indeed, only 3.6% of all leases (22 out of 616) in the database of orphan 
inventories record payments in kind. However, in practice, it was common that 
payments were (partially) fulfilled in kind, especially during periods of crisis.101 
Accordingly, citizens who owned land enjoyed a higher food security. 

Land ownership of the citizens of Ghent has been the subject of some scholarly 
attention. Already from the late thirteenth century, urban patricians started to invest 
in land, especially in the valuable peat lands north of the city. During the second half 
of the fourteenth century, historians assume that wealthy merchants and craftsmen 
also started to invest in land, but a precise chronology and social scope of this trend 
has remained difficult to assess.102 To trace those evolutions in land ownership into 
more detail, we have calculated the share of inventories with land, the median size of 
land, and the estimated median income derived from land per quintile for each 
sample period (see appendix 5). Additionally, we have mapped the location of each 
possession to trace any changes in the geographical scope. 

Appendix 5 largely confirms the impression of earlier works as land ownership 
by citizens increased significantly after the Black Death. In our first sample period 
(1349-55), land was still mainly a prerogative of the richest in society. Whereas 
inventories of quintile 5 recorded such assets frequently (73.3%), land in other 
inventories was mostly absent (52.4% of QU1-4 reported no land) or limited in size 
(approximately 2.5 hectares). During the 1360s and 70s, the higher middle groups 
invested their increased wealth (cfr. supra) in land. Possession for quintile 4 
increased to 72.2% and the median size almost doubled. Two decades later, the 
middle classes followed the same trend (possession increased to 70.4% for QU3). 
The reason was probably different though. After the revolt of Ghent (1379-85), the 
total wealth of these groups did not increase, but, in fact, decrease substantially. The 
investment in the countryside, in our view, was a symptom of the failing economy 
after the war. Moreover, land prices had dropped steeply during this period, 
presenting the opportunity to buy assets that were considered profitable and 

 
100 S. GEENS, The Great Famine in the county of Flanders (1315-17): the complex interaction between weather, 

warfare, and property rights, in “The Economic History Review”, 71, 2018, n. 4, pp. 1048-1072. 
101 For example, L. VERVAET, Goederenbeheer in een veranderende samenleving. Het Sint-Janshospitaal van 

Brugge ca.1275- ca.1575,  Ghent 2014, unpublished Phd, pp. 218-226. 
102 F. BLOCKMANS, Het Gentsche stadspatriciaat, cit., pp. 288-299; E. THOEN, Landbouwekonomie, cit., 

pp. 512-527; L. WYNANT, Peiling naar de vermogensstruktuur te Gent, cit., pp. 47-137; L. VAN CAMP, Het 
buitensteeds onroerend bezit van de Gentse gegoede stand in de XIVe eeuw, Ghent 1965, unpublished MA thesis; 
A. DE VOS , Inventaris der landbouwpachten in de Gentse Jaarregisters van de Keure, Ghent 1958. 
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relatively risk-free. The destructive impact of the war on the land market is clear 
across all social layers considering that possession of land dropped for almost every 
quintile. 

Map 1.  The evolution of  land possessions in the orphan inventories of  Ghent  
(1349-1400) 

 

Source: S. GEENS, W. RYCKBOSCH, Database of the Ghent orphan inventories. 

Map 1 geographically visualises the described evolution for the four sample pe-
riods. In 1349-55, urban land ownership was still mostly concentrated north of the 
city, reflecting the elite pattern described by Frans Blockmans for the late thirteenth 
and early fourteenth century.103 The first boom of urban land ownership is visible in 
the second map. Higher middle classes seemed to have favoured properties south of 
the city and especially towards the small town of Deinze. During the destructive epi-
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controlled by wealthy citizens who were often active in different branches of the 
sector. 
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sode of the revolt, the geographical scope of ownership decreased, concentrating ra-
ther on the areas closest to the city. The last map depicts the second phase of ex-
panding ownership. The pattern of possessions mainly suggests a strengthening of 
areas invested in during the first boom of 1371-1375, which is consistent with the 
observation that the higher middle groups further expanded their land assets. At the 
same time, investments east of the city seemed to have increased.  In general, the 
maps show that citizens of Ghent came to hold considerable shares of land in a ra-
dius of approximately 30 kilometres around the city. 

To evaluate the impact of the described evolutions on food security, we have 
expressed the median income from leasing out land in litres of rye using the price 
series constructed in section 5. Just as in the previous section, the higher middle 
groups are the clear winners. Their income from land possession quadrupled from 
5.3 hectolitres in 1349-55 to 23.1 hectolitres in 1395-1400. Put differently, it would 
almost provide them with enough income to feed their family of 5 for an entire 
year.104 Gains were also visible for the richest (QU5) and the middle groups (QU3), 
but they were not as impressive. At the other end of the spectrum, the lower groups 
(QU1-2) clearly lost in the long run. Land possession for the poorest inventories de-
creased by a third. The number of inventories containing land remained relatively 
stable for the second quintile, but their income from these assets declined from 5.7 
hectolitres to 4.3 (a loss of 25%). At the end of the fourteenth century, wealth com-
positions thus became more polarised. Lower groups progressively lost the little ac-
cess to land they had, while (higher) middle groups imitated investing patterns of 
elites. 

CONCLUSION 

By testing the four different food entitlements on a fourteenth-century large city, 
we have attempted to unravel the influence of grain markets and economic 
inequality on the ability of people to provide themselves with sufficient 
nourishment. During the calamitous fourteenth century, this would have 
undoubtedly been a problem for several periods and for several groups of people. 
With numerous political conflicts, biological disasters and hazardous weather 
anomalies, the later middle ages are a perfect laboratory for answering this question. 

The long-term decline of grain prices in the second half of the fourteenth 
century caused an improvement in labour- and trade-based entitlements, especially 
after the Black Death and even more so after 1370. While this evolution seems to 
mirror demographic trends, real wages of the early fourteenth century do not 
conform to an often-hypothesized Malthusian ceiling. In most years, both skilled 
and unskilled workers were still able to earn enough to provide food for their 
household. In this regard, the pessimistic view of Jean-Pierre Sosson on the labour-
based entitlements of unskilled workers in the middle ages seems unwarranted for 
our case study. Furthermore, non-demographic markets, such as the integration and 

 
104 See note 93. 
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regulation of markets, probably contributed to the long-term increase in food 
security. 

Moving from the long-term to the short-term, we identified several periods of 
dearth. Rather than reporting the mere occurrence of high prices, we have focussed 
on the duration of increased price levels to pinpoint those moments when people 
had to adjust their spending pattern. Although the city council tried to regulate the 
important grain market, it could not work miracles. Trade-based entitlements failed 
during the Great Famine (1315-17), 1340s, 1360 and 1370, when prices peaked 
during several consecutive months or even years. The 1340s especially stand out as 
the most bitter ones of this century. We should however be wary of the fact that 
these evolutions are all based on wage data of fulltime construction workers, while 
we lack any evidence for other groups. The situation for people who were paid less 
or even did not find any type of (regular) employment would have been much 
worse.  

Aside from labour and trade, wealth constitutes an important entitlement to 
food. Although average levels of wealth remained relatively stable in the second half 
of the fourteenth century, the distribution among the different citizens witnessed 
significant evolutions. In this period, the upper middle groups managed to 
strengthen their position at the expense of other groups.  The richest of the sample 
clearly lost, but their food security was probably never in any danger given their 
financial situation.  After the Black Death, the lower groups initially fared well, but 
the Ghent Revolt had a huge impact on their inheritance-based entitlements. The 
level of wealth recorded in the probate inventories dropped by more than one third. 
Likewise, the number of poor seemed to have peaked during this period. A similar 
trend was observed when focussing on specific assets related to production-based 
entitlements. Within the city, food producing assets, such as bakeries or breweries, 
were concentrated in the hands of the upper middle classes and the wealthy. Outside 
the city, land made up the most important source of production.  Land ownership 
by citizens increased significantly after the Black Death, but this evolution was once 
more skewed towards the (upper) middle classes.  While these groups profited from 
the low land prices after the devastating Ghent Revolt, lower groups were gradually 
pushed out of the market and lost the little access to land they had before.  

In general, the combination of trade-, labour-, inheritance- and production-
based entitlements shows a clear winner in terms of food security in fourteenth-
century Ghent, namely the (upper) middle classes. Real wages of skilled workers 
suggest that they only experienced hardship in one year (1316), which was one of the 
worst famines in European history. Incomes and wealth levels increased during the 
second half of the century and were invested in landed property, potentially 
providing direct access to food production. In stark contrast, the evolution of the 
wealthy citizens seems one of declining security though never reaching critical levels. 
Lastly, the picture for the lower classes is more ambiguous. While their entitlements 
clearly bettered after the Black Death, their wealth levels and access to land declined 
sharply after the Ghent Revolt. Real wages might indicate that their incomes still 
increased during the latter period, it is doubtful that they could have found the same 
level of employment as before the revolt given the state of the urban economy. 
Lower classes thus ended up in a worse situation at the end of the century.      
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APPENDIX 1. MARKET INTEGRATION BETWEEN GHENT AND THE NORTHERN-
FRENCH CITIES. 

A. The cross-sectional coefficient of  variation for Ghent (rye) and Lille, Douai and 
Cambrai (wheat) in the fourteenth century. This graph signifies the price conver-
gence of  these series over time. 

 
Source: S. ESPEEL, Database fourteenth-century Flemish grain prices, compiled of the sources stated in 
note 49 for the cities in question. 

B. The rolling coefficient of  correlation over 21 years for the prices series of  Ghent 
(rye) and Lille, Douai and Cambrai (wheat). This signifies the price co-movement 
of  the wheat prices in the northern-French cities with the series for Ghent over 
time. 

 
Source: S. ESPEEL, Database fourteenth-century Flemish grain prices, compiled of the sources stated in 
note 49 for the cities in question. 
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C. The rolling coefficient of  variation over 11 years for the price series of  Ghent (rye) 
and Lille, Douai and Cambrai (wheat). This signifies the price volatility (oscilla-
tions) over time for the price series in question. 

 
Source: S. ESPEEL, Database fourteenth-century Flemish grain prices, compiled of the sources stated in 
note 49 for the cities in question. 
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APPENDIX 2. RECONSTRUCTING NOMINAL WAGES IN GHENT. 

Nominal wages for fourteenth-century Ghent are rare as the city accounts, the 
most commonly employed source, provide only scant information on daily wages. 
To fill the many gaps, we have mainly resorted to the more abundantly available 
wage data for the city of Bruges because numerations were almost identical. Before 
the Black Death, the account of the water board of Blankenberge proved to be the 
most complete series.105 In total, we only lacked any wage indication for 20 out of 
101 years, all in the first half of the century. Gaps were not larger than 7 consecutive 
years and on average only 3. Because of wage stickiness, such gaps don’t really pose 
an issue to our series.106 Below, we report all used sources and adjustments made. 
The publication of all figures is not included as it would result in an unnecessary 
long appendix. However, one author currently prepares an article on these series to 
make them available to all. 

 
Period Geography Source Adjustments Skilled Un-

skilled 

1349-1485 City of Bruges J. Munro, Builders’ wages, 2004, p. 1054. Unadjusted X X 

1349-1485 City of Bruges J. Sosson, Les travaux publique, 1977, Annexe 26-27 Unadjusted X X 

1304-1316 City of Bruges C. Wyffels, J. De Smet, De rekeningen van de stad Brugge, 
1965 Unadjusted X X 

1321-1376 City of Ghent E. Thoen, Landbouwekonomie, 1988, p. 1318 Unadjusted X X 

1400-1500 City of Ghent Verlinden, Dokumenten voor de geschiedenis van prijzen, 
1972, pp. 388-426 Unadjusted X X 

1285-1500 Blankenberge  

Bruges, Rijksarchief Brugge, Watering Blankenberge, n° 
333-334 
Bruges, OCMW-Archief Brugge, Sint-Jans hospital, n° 
3, 4, 12-14. 

Skilled x 1.5* X X 

1342-1397 Eiesluis  Bruges, OCMW-Archief, St-Jan wateringen, doos 10 
Bruges, Bischoppelijk Archief, A277 Skilled x 1.5* X X 

1377-1494 Vlissegem  Sosson, Les travaux publique, Annexe 45 Skilled x 1.5* X  

1322-1408 Land of Rode Thoen, Landbouwekonomie, p. 1321 Skilled x 1.5* X X 

1372-1485 St Peter’s Abbey 
Ghent  Thoen, Landbouwekonomie, p. 1323 Skilled x 1.5* X X 

1324-1331 Bornem  Brussels, Algemeen Rijksarchief, Rolrekeningen, nr. 
2947-50 Unadjusted** X  

1312-1337 City of Ypres  Des Marez, De Sagher, Comptes de la ville d’Ypres, 1909 Unadjusted X  
* Adjusted to account for the difference between town and countryside.  This relationship is calculated from matching 
years and is also reported by C. Vandenborre, Prijzen, lonen, levensstandaard in Brugge, unpublished MA thesis, pp.161-162. He 
also reports that unskilled wages did not differ, which our series confirm. 
** Although Bornem was not a town, the craftsmen employed were clearly urban labourer. 

 

 
105 This series was already used, albeit less extensively, in T. SOENS, Spade in de dijk?, Ghent 2009, 

to calculate real wages. 
106 J.H. MUNRO, Wage Stickiness, Monetary Changes, and Real Incomes in Late-Medieval England and the 

Low Countries, 1300-1500: Did Money Matter?, in “Research in Economic History”, 21, 2003, pp. 185-297. 
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APPENDIX 3. ESTIMATING WEALTH IN THE ORPHAN INVENTORIES OF GHENT 

In order to make a robust estimation of household wealth reported by the 
orphan inventories, we have selected only those cases in which the manner of 
distribution of assets amongst all the different heirs was clear. Some inventories 
were specific on the part bequeathed to the minors, while most remained mute. In 
these cases, we have chosen to only select the inventories of minor children 
inheriting from the first deceased parent(s) because customary law in Ghent was 
very clear on how assets should be partitioned with regards to children. All assets 
acquired during marriage were to be divided equally among the longest living parent 
(if any) and his or her children, while the former enjoyed the lifelong usufruct of all 
immovable goods. Except for fiefs, the assets acquired before marriage followed a 
similar logic and were thus recorded regardless of which parent died. The selected 
inventories are therefore the most complete recording of total household wealth. 
Moreover, deceased parent(s) with minor children make up the majority of the 
inventories. 

It is important to note that some assets were considered indivisible and were 
accordingly recorded as a whole in the inventories, whereas for partible assets the 
inventory only recorded the share of the deceased. The first category entails any land 
and annuities. Houses or buildings in general were seen as partible, similar to chattels 
and liquid assets.107 This distinction is important to calculate the household assets 
before partition. Specifically, we employed following methodology for each asset 
group: 
A. Immovable goods 

1. Land   
‐ If real value was given (n=29), most often because it was sold, we used 
the reported value. 
‐ If lease value was given (n=630), we have used the rate of return 
calculated from the median lease price per hectare (n=499) divided by the 
median sale price of land per hectare (n=19). The rate of return is estimated 
at 4.0%, which is consistent with figures reported by Frans De Wever for 
the same region in the sixteenth century.108 
‐ If only the size of the property was given (n=1122), we have used the 
median price per hectare per period. 
‐ If none of the above information was given, we used the median value of 
land per period. This was only the case in a relatively small number of 
inventories (n=286 or 13.8% off all recorded land possessions). 

 
107 L. WYNANT, Peiling naar de vermogensstruktuur te Gent op basis van de staten van goed 1380-1389, cit., 

pp. 53-55. 
108 F. DE WEVER, Pacht en verkoopprijzen in Vlaanderen (16e-18e eeuw), in “Bijdragen tot de 

Geschiedenis”, 59, 1978, pp. 268-269. 
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** Although Bornem was not a town, the craftsmen employed were clearly urban labourer. 

 

 
105 This series was already used, albeit less extensively, in T. SOENS, Spade in de dijk?, Ghent 2009, 

to calculate real wages. 
106 J.H. MUNRO, Wage Stickiness, Monetary Changes, and Real Incomes in Late-Medieval England and the 

Low Countries, 1300-1500: Did Money Matter?, in “Research in Economic History”, 21, 2003, pp. 185-297. 

FEEDING INEQUALITIES: THE ROLE OF ECONOMIC INEQUALITIES AND THE URBAN MARKET 425

APPENDIX 3. ESTIMATING WEALTH IN THE ORPHAN INVENTORIES OF GHENT 

In order to make a robust estimation of household wealth reported by the 
orphan inventories, we have selected only those cases in which the manner of 
distribution of assets amongst all the different heirs was clear. Some inventories 
were specific on the part bequeathed to the minors, while most remained mute. In 
these cases, we have chosen to only select the inventories of minor children 
inheriting from the first deceased parent(s) because customary law in Ghent was 
very clear on how assets should be partitioned with regards to children. All assets 
acquired during marriage were to be divided equally among the longest living parent 
(if any) and his or her children, while the former enjoyed the lifelong usufruct of all 
immovable goods. Except for fiefs, the assets acquired before marriage followed a 
similar logic and were thus recorded regardless of which parent died. The selected 
inventories are therefore the most complete recording of total household wealth. 
Moreover, deceased parent(s) with minor children make up the majority of the 
inventories. 

It is important to note that some assets were considered indivisible and were 
accordingly recorded as a whole in the inventories, whereas for partible assets the 
inventory only recorded the share of the deceased. The first category entails any land 
and annuities. Houses or buildings in general were seen as partible, similar to chattels 
and liquid assets.107 This distinction is important to calculate the household assets 
before partition. Specifically, we employed following methodology for each asset 
group: 
A. Immovable goods 

1. Land   
‐ If real value was given (n=29), most often because it was sold, we used 
the reported value. 
‐ If lease value was given (n=630), we have used the rate of return 
calculated from the median lease price per hectare (n=499) divided by the 
median sale price of land per hectare (n=19). The rate of return is estimated 
at 4.0%, which is consistent with figures reported by Frans De Wever for 
the same region in the sixteenth century.108 
‐ If only the size of the property was given (n=1122), we have used the 
median price per hectare per period. 
‐ If none of the above information was given, we used the median value of 
land per period. This was only the case in a relatively small number of 
inventories (n=286 or 13.8% off all recorded land possessions). 

 
107 L. WYNANT, Peiling naar de vermogensstruktuur te Gent op basis van de staten van goed 1380-1389, cit., 

pp. 53-55. 
108 F. DE WEVER, Pacht en verkoopprijzen in Vlaanderen (16e-18e eeuw), in “Bijdragen tot de 

Geschiedenis”, 59, 1978, pp. 268-269. 
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2. Annuities 
‐ If value was given in cash (n=558), we estimated its value by dividing it 
with the nominal interest rate reported by David Nicholas for fourteenth-
century Ghent.109  
‐ If value was given in kind, we did not include the annuity in the 
estimation because detailed prices for every component are often lacking. 
Furthermore, these rents were often of symbolical importance rather than 
economical, such as the tribute of roosters. In total 85 of the 643 annuities 
recorded were excluded for this reason. 

B. Movable goods 
For all movable goods, we checked whether there was a parent still alive. If so, 

we doubled the value of the asset given that the latter still held half of the household 
wealth in property. 

1. Chattels   
‐ In most cases the total value was given (n=529). 
‐ In a few inventories (n=27 or 5% of those with chattels) the chattels 
were not appraised. We then used the median value of chattels per period. 

2. Houses   
‐ If real value was given (n=55), most often because it was sold, we used 
the reported value. 
‐ If rental value was given (n=290), we multiplied by 20 in accordance to 
the estimation used by the aldermen to determine the value of houses.110 
‐ If no information was given, we used the median house value per period 
multiplied by the share or numbers of houses owned by the household 
(n=1382). Considering this large group of homogenized estimations, real 
inequality is probably underestimated for this asset. However, the data is too 
scarce to allow for a more detailed estimation, for example per street. 
Furthermore, we are confident that the impact is rather limited because 
richer households tend to not only own more expensive houses but also 
more houses. At the same time, the share of houses in the total value of rich 
inventories is rather limited compared to other groups. In general, only 17 
inventories (<1%) consists of only a house without any information on its 
value. 

3. Liquid assets   
Although the precise components of the liquid assets are rarely given, 
virtually all inventories with liquid assets (n=809) report their total value. 

C. Settlement (afkoop) 
As mentioned in the article, heirs had the right to pay a fee to liberate 

themselves from the legal obligations to record and supervise the inventory. Based 
on comparisons between inventories for which we have both a detailed inventory of 
the wealth and the sum of a later settlement, this fee amounted to an average value 

 
109 D. NICHOLAS, The Metamorphosis of a Medieval City, cit., pp. 216-217 (life annuities) and 220-222 

(heriditary annuities). 
110 Ibid., p. 100. 

FEEDING INEQUALITIES: THE ROLE OF ECONOMIC INEQUALITIES AND THE URBAN MARKET 427

of 7.76% of the total wealth.111 Total values for settlements (n=682) are thus 
calculated by dividing the sum of afkoop by previous number. 

APPENDIX 4. THE DISTRIBUTION OF WEALTH PER DECILE IN THE ORPHAN 
INVENTORIES OF GHENT 

 

Decile 
  Share of wealth (in %)   Absolute growth rate 

 (% in total wealth) 
Relative growth rate 

 (% of previous) 

 1349-55  1371-75  1379-85  1395-1400  1355-75  1375-85  1385-1400 
 1355-
1400  1355-75  1375-85 

 1385-
1400  

 1355-
1400  

D1 0.48% 0.57% 0.84% 0.38% 0.09% 0.28% -0.46% -0.10% 17.81% 48.85% -54.31% 
-

19.87% 

D2 0.94% 1.09% 1.92% 1.09% 0.15% 0.84% -0.83% 0.15% 15.51% 77.20% -43.11% 16.45% 

D3 1.27% 1.58% 2.64% 1.61% 0.31% 1.06% -1.03% 0.34% 24.49% 66.97% -39.14% 26.50% 

D4 1.71% 2.23% 3.59% 2.22% 0.52% 1.36% -1.37% 0.50% 30.25% 60.87% -38.23% 29.43% 

D5 2.33% 2.96% 4.55% 3.10% 0.63% 1.59% -1.45% 0.77% 27.14% 53.76% -31.88% 33.17% 

D6 3.22% 4.05% 6.00% 4.39% 0.83% 1.95% -1.61% 1.17% 25.87% 48.11% -26.88% 36.31% 

D7 4.71% 5.78% 7.52% 6.44% 1.07% 1.74% -1.08% 1.73% 22.64% 30.12% -14.33% 36.71% 

D8 6.57% 9.24% 10.16% 10.27% 2.66% 0.93% 0.11% 3.70% 40.51% 10.03% 1.05% 56.23% 

D9 10.98% 16.79% 15.39% 16.47% 5.81% -1.40% 1.08% 5.49% 52.93% -8.33% 7.02% 50.04% 

D10 67.79% 55.72% 47.38% 54.03% -12.06% -8.34% 6.65% 
-

13.76% -17.80% -14.97% 14.03% 
-

20.30% 

Top 5% 56.76% 40.70% 33.97% 39.55% -16.06% -6.72% 5.58% 
-

17.21% -28.30% -16.53% 16.43% 
-

30.31% 

Top 1% 36.01% 17.09% 13.99% 15.05% -18.92% -3.10% 1.05% 
-

20.96% -52.53% -18.13% 7.53% 
-

58.21% 

Source: S. Geens, W. Ryckbosch, Database of the Ghent orphan inventories 

 
111 L. WYNANT, Regesten, cit., vol. 2, n°2121, 4941, 4952. 
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of 7.76% of the total wealth.111 Total values for settlements (n=682) are thus 
calculated by dividing the sum of afkoop by previous number. 

APPENDIX 4. THE DISTRIBUTION OF WEALTH PER DECILE IN THE ORPHAN 
INVENTORIES OF GHENT 
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D9 10.98% 16.79% 15.39% 16.47% 5.81% -1.40% 1.08% 5.49% 52.93% -8.33% 7.02% 50.04% 
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111 L. WYNANT, Regesten, cit., vol. 2, n°2121, 4941, 4952. 
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APPENDIX 5. LAND OWNERSHIP IN THE ORPHAN INVENTORIES OF GHENT 

QUINTILE 

Land possession (number of 
inventories) 

Land possession (% within quintile 
inventories) 

1349-55 1371-75 1379-85
1395-
1400 1349-55 1371-75 1379-85 1395-1400 

QU1 20 25 38 22 36.4% 33.8% 37.3% 23.9% 

QU2 24 29 38 39 45.3% 40.3% 37.6% 47.0% 

QU3 29 38 44 57 63.0% 55.9% 46.3% 70.4% 

QU4 19 39 52 52 48.7% 72.2% 65.8% 77.6% 

QU5 11 41 55 48 73.3% 95.3% 94.8% 88.9% 
 
 

QUINTILE 
Median size (in hectare) Size growth (% of previous) 

1349-55 1371-75 1379-85
1395-
1400 1349-75 1371-85 1379-1400 1349-1400 

QU1 0.47 0.53 0.67 0.89 112.6% 125.3% 133.9% 188.9% 

QU2 2.53 1.34 1.54 1.43 52.9% 115.0% 93.3% 56.8% 

QU3 2.92 2.45 3.59 3.30 84.1% 146.6% 91.8% 113.2% 

QU4 2.34 4.37 4.01 7.69 186.7% 91.8% 191.6% 328.5% 

QU5 16.06 20.90 16.05 25.76 130.1% 76.8% 160.5% 160.4% 
 
 

QUINTILE 

Mean lease income (in liter of 
grain) Income growth (% of previous) 

1349-55 1371-75 1379-85
1395-
1400 1349-75 1371-85 

1379-
1400 1349-1400 

QU1 107.62 152.17 164.93 269.20 141% 108% 163% 250% 

QU2 573.72 381.23 379.30 431.57 66% 99% 114% 75% 

QU3 662.34 698.93 886.45 992.49 106% 127% 112% 150% 

QU4 531.54 1.245.32 989.59 2.312.42 234% 79% 234% 435% 

QU5 3,648.05 5,959.04 3,961.07 7,750.63 163% 66% 196% 212% 

Source: S. Geens, W. Ryckbosch, Database of the Ghent orphan inventories 
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1. INTRODUCTION 
Historical inequality is back on the academic agenda 

Before delving into the actual topic of this paper – wealth inequality in pre-
industrial Europe and more specifically the cases of relatively low inequality and 
their causes – I would like to say a few words about the wider topic of economic 
inequality. First, it may be noted how, in recent years, income and wealth inequality 
have come back into the picture, in academia and society. Debates about inequality 
have also changed in character. In previous decades, if discussed at all, discussions 
were mostly fueled by social concerns about the injustice or unfairness of high ma-
terial inequality. Levels of inequality were mostly seen as an outcome of economic, 
social of political developments and decisions, that is: as a dependent variable, and the 
focus in academic and societal debates was mainly on income inequality and the re-
sulting disparities in consumption opportunities. This has changed in recent years. 
Discussions have become more extensive and they became more focused on the 
real or perceived effects of economic inequality. First and foremost the effects of 
inequality on economic growth and development, but also the issue of the compat-
ibility of high economic inequality with the functioning of democratic and inclusive 
societies has been raised.1 Accordingly, the focus of debates has shifted more to 
wealth inequality and to inequality as an independent variable: as a cause. The ef-
fects of wealth inequality, it is argued, may materialize both directly, through nega-
tive effects on participation of people in the economy, human capital formation or 
investments, or indirectly, through the growing leverage of wealth owners or the 
erosion of societal cohesion and resilience. 

Striking in the recent debates about inequality is also the interest in historical 
developments and the insights they offer in the causes and effects of inequality. 
This is understandable from several insights won over recent years. First, it is has 
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1 For the latter: B. VAN BAVEL , Open societies before market economies: Historical analysis, in “Socio-
economic Review”, february 2019, DOI: https://doi.org/10.1093/soceco/mwz007, pp. 1-21.  
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become clear that there is no equilibrium in material inequality, with levels of ine-
quality being steered, for instance by forces of supply and demand, towards some 
kind of natural balance. On the contrary, levels of inequality can substantially and 
fundamentally change over time, as is now becoming clear especially by way of em-
pirical historical research. Second, it has become clear that history is not a unilinear 
march from societies that are characterized by poverty, arbitrary power of rulers, 
coercion and high inequality to societies that offer wellbeing, material equality and 
equitable outcomes. In the older literature, these latter societies were often equated 
with the Western ideal type societies of the second half of the twentieth century, 
which were seen as the realization of historical progress or as the fruit of moderni-
zation. Their fruition would make any comparison to the historical past useless. 
However, this idea, too, is left in recent years and dismissed as overly teleological. It 
has become clear, as a result of both empirical and more theoretical studies, that 
also modern, Western societies can generate high levels of inequality. Modernity, 
therefore, cannot be automatically equated with equality. 

This links up with, third, the dismissal of the Kuznets curve, which often has 
been dominant in the thinking about the historical development of inequality. Es-
pecially in the older literature, the relationship between inequality and economic 
growth was approached within the framework of this curve, which describes how 
the first phase of economic growth leads to rising (income) inequality, but the sec-
ond phase to a reduction of inequality.2 Kuznets suggested that this reduction of 
inequality was the result of the dynamism and ongoing economic growth and the 
sectoral changes associated with the growth process. Even though Kuznets focused 
on a very specific part of history, that is, developments in the Western World in the 
nineteenth and first half of the twentieth century, and he himself was very cautious 
in his interpretation, his curve of first rising and next declining inequality under 
economic growth conditions was long assumed to hold more generally. This idea of 
a Kuznets curve is now shown to be flawed, however, both with respect to causali-
ty and chronology. Regarding causality, it has been remarked that, even if a curve-
like development is found in specific cases, the curve is still more a descriptive than 
an analytic instrument, and the elements forming the causal link between economic 
growth and inequality remain unclear.3 In uncovering this causality, the focus likely 
has to be more on social and political factors than solely economic ones. What 
Kuznets actually observed in his research is the decline of inequality in the United 
States from the First World War, which was not an automatic result of economic 
growth, but rather that of growing self-organization, social unrest, political reforms 
and a resulting rise of state redistribution, stimulated further by the need to co-opt 
workers as soldiers in the mass mobilization during the world wars and the ensuing 
Cold War.4 We thus need more specific empirical tests for longer historical periods, 
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using the historical record, in order to unravel the causality of growing and declin-
ing inequality.5 And we need to place changes in levels of material inequality much 
more closely within their historical context, and within their social and political set-
ting, in order to arrive at explanations. 

The positive result of these recent insights is that the historical dimension and 
the use of historical data have become an integral part of the thinking about ine-
quality. This is reflected in the recent works by Thomas Piketty, Daron Acemoglu 
and James Robinson, Branko Milanovic and Walter Scheidel, for instance.6 It is no-
ticeable that these works readily include pre-industrial periods; actually, they do not 
postulate any fundamental divide between the industrial and pre-industrial period. 
This is related to the dismissal of modernization thinking and of the idea that the 
present is fundamentally different from the past. It is now clear that mechanisms 
that were at play in the past still hold, albeit sometimes in different forms and mani-
festations, and this makes it more relevant to look back to the past, including the 
more distant one. This insight makes the pre-industrial period more relevant than 
ever before in understanding economic and social development more generally. 

In their treatment of the pre-industrial period, these influential, recent works 
have in common that they look at very long, grand developments, generally at a 
macro-level. Until recently, however, not a lot was known about the actual mecha-
nisms of the development of economic inequality in the pre-industrial period and 
its effects. This is not to say that inequality, or property distribution, has never been 
investigated by historical researchers. Actually, the 1970s and 1980s saw a fairly 
large number of scholars interested in this topic, producing a multitude of publica-
tions. One can think of the publications by Lee Soltow, particularly on wealth ine-
quality in Scandinavia.7 Also, there was a host of regional monographies, especially 
for France, where the distribution of land, as main wealth component, was amply 
discussed.8 Also, in this period, there was a large number of studies published in the 
context of the so-called Brenner debate, or transition debate, where social property 
systems, and the distribution of property as their main constituent, were in the fo-
cus of attention. Different than today, scholars were mainly interested in the distri-
bution of property over different social groups, as between peasants, burghers, 
noblemen and religious institutions, and the changes this distribution displayed 
over time, and figures were mainly presented this way. Because of this difference in 
presentation and focus, and also because underlying data is often not digitized and 
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become clear that there is no equilibrium in material inequality, with levels of ine-
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like development is found in specific cases, the curve is still more a descriptive than 
an analytic instrument, and the elements forming the causal link between economic 
growth and inequality remain unclear.3 In uncovering this causality, the focus likely 
has to be more on social and political factors than solely economic ones. What 
Kuznets actually observed in his research is the decline of inequality in the United 
States from the First World War, which was not an automatic result of economic 
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hard to access, these studies are hardly integrated in the current debates on eco-
nomic inequality, even though they may have relevant things to offer, especially in 
the analyses and interpretations they offered. 

Moreover, after the 1980s interest in this topic has waned and, with this, the 
older literature went out of the picture. One could even say that a gap in our 
knowledge has arisen, up to the very recent moment that the topic entered the re-
search agenda again. This may have caused conclusions in this recent literature that 
perhaps are too hasty. One prominent scholar of inequality recently even stated that 
only accidental or exogenous events, including epidemics and wars, have changed 
inequality in pre-industrial economies, since the endogenous forces of economic 
development of the modern era that now shape inequality patterns were absent.9 
Also, since the recent research is often highly quantitative and undertaken by econ-
omists, there sometimes is a lack of knowledge about the context of economic ine-
quality, while historians would argue that contextualization is crucial. Figures by 
themselves do not say a lot. A historical approach to inequality enables us to con-
textualize inequality and its evolving meaning for different groups and societies. 
Furthermore, it allows us to go beyond the level of ‘national statistics’ on aggregate 
evolutions of inequality. These national statistics conform to the present-day nation 
states, which seldom are the relevant units of analysis for the pre-industrial period. 
Moreover, by aggregating data for different regions, with very different economic, 
social and political characteristics, these ‘national statistics’ obscure important vari-
ables.10 Only by going beyond aggregated statistics and delving into these separate 
regions enables us to reveal and explain the mechanisms which drive inequality and 
its effects. 

It is, therefore, good to see that over the past years a lot of progress has been 
made in measuring income and wealth inequality in pre-industrial Europe and in 
understanding its causes and effects. The Datini conference of 2019 testifies to this 
progress. It also testifies to the fact that progress has not only been made for 
Great-Britain and the Low Countries, the parts of Europe which in recent decades 
have often been center-stage in international studies on pre-industrial economic de-
velopment, but also, or perhaps even particularly, for Italy and the Iberian peninsu-
la.11 The picture thus becomes broader and richer, and this is important in order to 
arrive at more comprehensive insights. 

Here, I will not try to recapitulate all the studies presented at the conference. I 
would like to focus on one particular issue, the occurrence of regions and periods 
were levels of wealth inequality were relatively low, and try to arrive at an inventory 
of possible causes of these exceptions, by building on the existing literature and in-
cluding some of the insights won at the Datini conference. 
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High levels of income and wealth inequality in pre-industrial Europe 

Compared to the yardstick of modern, European societies levels of income and 
wealth inequality in pre-industrial Europe are high in two ways. First, levels were 
high in an absolute way, with income inequality roughly at a Gini of 0.4 to 0.6 and 
wealth at 0.6 to 0.9.12 These figures need to be carefully evaluated in in view of the 
source and measurement issues, which are amply discussed in several papers in this 
conference volume.13 Also, even if these figures are calculated with necessary scru-
tiny, they are still not telling by themselves, as each figure needs to be contextual-
ized and not taken at face value. Still, they do allow for the conclusion that pre-
industrial inequality levels were generally higher than levels as we know them from 
twentieth-century Europe. Using the Gini as a measure, makes it difficult to tell 
whether this difference is found mainly in the extremes at the bottom and top of 
the distribution, or rather in the relative strength of the middle groups. Systemati-
cally showing and discussing deciles alongside Gini’s could help bringing more clar-
ity on this point.14 What we can observe, however, is that the difference is 
pronounced especially for (net) income inequality, which in Europe in the second 
half of the twentieth century was substantially lower than in the pre-industrial peri-
od. Second, levels of pre-industrial inequality are very high in a relative way, that is, 
compared to what people would need as bare necessities. For income, only the part 
can be claimed by the rich that is not needed by the poor for subsistence. In the 
pre-industrial period, with levels of annual income being far lower than today, this 
is a big issue. Mathematically, this can be expressed in an inequality possibility fron-
tier, which rises with the rise of annual income.15 In view of this inequality frontier, 
figures of income inequality for pre-industrial Europe are even more impressive 
(that is: relatively higher) than the absolute figures suggest. 

When focusing on wealth inequality, this inequality frontier is less of an issue, 
as there is no such subsistence level at play, and figures can thus more readily be 
compared over periods, even though they still need to be critically assessed, also in 
the light of source problems, and to be carefully contextualized. This paper will 
concentrate on wealth inequality, also because it plays an important role as inde-
pendent variable and as cause of further economic, social and political changes, as 
recent literature suggests, and much more so than income inequality does.16 Even 
though there is, of course, a relation between income and wealth inequality, it is not 
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a linear and direct one,17 and both causes and effects are different per type of ine-
quality, so I will limit myself here to wealth inequality. For the pre-industrial period 
data on wealth inequality generally are more extensive and often more reliable than 
data on income inequality, as for the latter often no more than proxies or partial 
indicators are available. The availability of data and of relevant studies especially 
applies to Western Europe (the Low Countries, the Iberian Peninsula, Italy) on 
which this paper will therefore concentrate, even though I have tried to include in-
formation for other areas, when available. 

As noted above, much more so than with regard to (net) income inequality, 
high levels of wealth inequality at present are ubiquitous in many parts of the world, 
and even in European societies wealth inequality in recent decades is rising again, 
while in the United States they are even rising back to the high levels we know of 
the nineteenth century.18 When going over the world as a whole and history as a 
whole, it would probably be correct to conclude that high levels of wealth inequali-
ty, with Gini’s of 0.7-0.9, are the norm. A first large exception to this norm is 
formed by the early, small-scale societies of pre- and proto-historical periods, as in-
equality levels generally were lower, at Gini’s of around 0.4-0.6, or even much lower 
still for small-scale societies of hunter-gatherers, foragers and horticulturalists.19 We 
should be critical of exact figures presented in the literature, because of source and 
measurement problems, but it seems safe to conclude that levels in these periods 
were substantially lower. The second large exception is formed by the societies we 
know best: those we have seen in a large part of the twentieth century, and especial-
ly in the decades around the middle of the century, as some European countries 
may have stood at wealth inequality levels of 0.5-0.6. These low levels of the mid-
twentieth century we sometimes implicitly take as “normal”, but in recent decades, 
figures in many European countries have risen to substantially higher levels again. 
More importantly, these low levels of the mid-twentieth century are not the norm 
in history, but an exception.20 The rest of history, including pre-industrial Europe, 
has high levels of wealth inequality. 

The latter conclusion is endorsed by what we now are starting to find out about 
the more abstract driving forces behind wealth inequality. Both mathematically, 
conceptually and empirically it can be shown that wealth has the tendency to be-
come very unequally distributed, even without any further specific cause.21 The 
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larger the scale, the more profound this process is. Moreover, levels of wealth ine-
quality are broadly found to rise with economic development and economic 
growth, with population growth and larger concentrations of people and with ur-
banization, and with the rise of larger, bureaucratic states and their fiscal systems, 
that is, all the processes gradually and intermittently taking place in pre-industrial 
Europe in the period 1000-1800. This means, in the light of all these inequality-
enhancing mechanisms, that lower levels of wealth inequality can only have been 
reached as a result of countervailing forces. Which of these forces exist? 

Among the possible factors especially catastrophes have recently been high-
lighted. The thesis of Scheidel’s “The Great Leveler”, and several other influential 
recent works, is that levels of inequality can be reduced only as a result of cata-
strophic events, including state collapse, massive plague, violent revolutions and, 
most particularly, mass-mobilization warfare. The latter, and most particularly the 
devastating two World Wars, would also be the main reason for the twentieth-
century exception to the rule of high wealth inequality.22 

Is this indeed correct? Can we find other societies in history that have relatively 
low levels of wealth inequality? Pre-industrial Western Europe with its diversity of 
societies and coordination systems, and its rich documentation, offers a great op-
portunity to check this. It is, surprisingly, also a part of history that is not well in-
cluded in the influential literature mentioned here, as this mostly focuses on 
classical antiquity or non-European cases and on nineteenth- and twentieth-century 
history. Using the historical record of pre-industrial Europe would allow us to ad-
duce many relatively well-documented cases,23 to see whether other cases of limited 
wealth inequality exist and also to see what the causes of these relatively low levels 
of wealth inequality are. I will try to do so here, not by exhaustively going over all 
the literature available, but more as a kind of thought-experiment, in order to see 
whether indeed only catastrophic events were able to bring inequality down or also 
more peaceful ways were able to do so? I will try and offer a kind of inventory of 
possible inequality-reducing mechanisms, focused on pre-industrial Western Eu-
rope, in order to make a start in answering these questions. 

2. CATASTROPHIC EVENTS 

 War and mass mobilization 

Most highlighted in recent literature as a decisive factor in reducing wealth ine-
quality, or even the only possible factor in reducing inequality, are catastrophic 
events, most particularly mass-mobilization warfare.24 There are several ways in 
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a linear and direct one,17 and both causes and effects are different per type of ine-
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data on wealth inequality generally are more extensive and often more reliable than 
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larger the scale, the more profound this process is. Moreover, levels of wealth ine-
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duce many relatively well-documented cases,23 to see whether other cases of limited 
wealth inequality exist and also to see what the causes of these relatively low levels 
of wealth inequality are. I will try to do so here, not by exhaustively going over all 
the literature available, but more as a kind of thought-experiment, in order to see 
whether indeed only catastrophic events were able to bring inequality down or also 
more peaceful ways were able to do so? I will try and offer a kind of inventory of 
possible inequality-reducing mechanisms, focused on pre-industrial Western Eu-
rope, in order to make a start in answering these questions. 

2. CATASTROPHIC EVENTS 
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Most highlighted in recent literature as a decisive factor in reducing wealth ine-
quality, or even the only possible factor in reducing inequality, are catastrophic 
events, most particularly mass-mobilization warfare.24 There are several ways in 
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which warfare potentially reduces wealth inequality. First, through the destruction 
of capital goods, a capacity that war has in common with other disasters that de-
stroy capital goods, including earthquakes, city fires and floods. War-related de-
struction and capital losses could be caused by marauding armies, sieges, pillaging, 
extortion, burned soil policies and tactical destruction, as happened with the delib-
erate inundations of polders, for instance. Material losses, as well as losses of lives, 
could be substantial,25 even though not on the large geographical scale of modern 
wars, but mainly at a regional or even local scale. 

The effect of war destruction on wealth inequality is not unidirectional and au-
tomatic; it could both reduce or increase wealth inequality, and often the effect on 
wealth distribution was limited, especially in the long run. For instance, even in a 
very hard-hit town as Prato, in Tuscany, hit by the sack of 1512 and the massive 
pillaging and killing that went on, wealth inequality was only slightly changed, from 
a Gini of 0.62 in 1487 to 0.58 in 1546, the dates closest by the terrible event.26 The 
only concrete instance of a substantial and more lasting reduction of wealth ine-
quality in a war-hit town I came across in the literature, is Augsburg in the first half 
of the seventeenth century, during the Thirty Year War.27 This case is very excep-
tional, however, because of the combination of war with heavy billeting, urban 
bankruptcy, plague and general loss of Augsburg’s trading position, making the ef-
fect of war hard to isolate. This applies to the Thirty Year War more in general, be-
ing one of the few pre-industrial wars which does seem to have brought a more 
substantial reduction of wealth inequality,28 but in an area and period which also 
saw epidemics, state failure, disruption of the fiscal system and economic decline, 
phenomena in part connected to the war but not wholly so. Apart from this mas-
sive, long-lasting and highly-destructive war, I did not come across cases of war-
induced reduction of wealth inequality. 

More importantly perhaps, much of the effect of war depended on the local 
context, especially the institutional one. The effects of war were never wholly di-
rect, but mediated by the local and regional institutions, as shown for the effects of 
the Italian Wars in the first half of the sixteenth century on the heavily affected 
Geradadda region in Lombardy, with the organization for the management of the 
commons, and systems for credit and redistribution, playing a large part in the ef-
fects, in this case keeping wealth inequality fairly stable.29 Also, the rules regarding 

 
Political Science Review”, 106, 2012, n. 1, pp. 81-102. Also for the pre-modern period: SCHEIDEL, The 
Great Leveler. 

25 G. ALFANI, Calamities and the Economy in Renaissance Italy. The Grand Tour of the Horsemen of the 
Apocalypse, New York 2013, pp. 18-34. 

26 Figures provided by: G. ALFANI, F. AMMANNATI, Long-term trends in economic inequality. The case of 
the Florentine state, in “Economic History Review”, 70, 2017, n. 4, pp. 1072-1102, 1084. On sacks in this 
period also: G. ALFANI, Calamities and the Economy, cit., pp. 27-32. 

27 J.L. VAN ZANDEN, Tracing the beginning, cit., p. 646. See also: W. SCHEIDEL, The Great Leveler, 
cit., pp. 335-341. 

28 G. ALFANI, V. GIEROK, F. SCHAFF, Economic inequality in preindustrial Germany: a long-run view 
(fourteenth to nineteenth centuries), forthcoming 2019, pp. 31-34. 

29 M. DI TULLIO, Cooperating in time of crisis. War, commons, and inequality in Renaissance Lombardy, in 
“Economic History Review”, 71, 2018, n. 1, pp. 82-105. 

LOOKING FOR THE ISLANDS OF EQUALITY IN A SEA OF INEQUALITY 439

the division of costs of repair of houses and capital goods or other investments af-
ter destruction, as laid down in lease contracts, or in bylaws of town communities 
or water management organizations, for instance, could co-determine the effect of 
war destruction on the distribution of wealth. One can think of a region, as the 
Dutch river area, where the close alliance between large landowners and big tenants 
farmers in the aftermath of war-related destruction, as in 1543, led to the use of in-
stitutional arrangements for capital replenishment and leasing which resulted in 
both a relatively quick recovery of economic operations and to a strengthening of 
the position of the same big farmers.30 

Second, warfare could reduce wealth inequality through the necessity to main-
tain a large group of propertied soldiers. Examples of this in pre-industrial Europe, 
however, are rather exceptional and they are mostly of cases where the role of peo-
ple as soldiers was not the prime goal but rather one component within a broader 
societal constellation. One of these examples are the farmer-colonists in twelfth-
century Holland, who all received a family holding in property, as a reward for their 
hard clearing work, but with the obligation of having to serve and to organize a 
ship with rowers per district in case of war.31 Similar obligations of free, landown-
ing peasants also existed in Scandinavia. The guild militias and other armies com-
posed of citizen-soldiers in the late medieval towns are another example,32 as these 
were composed mainly of independent artisans and other men who possessed their 
own means of production. These militias were thus linked to a social fabric with 
relatively large propertied middle groups and a more limited level of wealth inequal-
ity. These propertied middling groups also came to the fore during the English Civil 
War in the mid-seventeenth century, as several commentators, inspired by the 
works of Machiavelli, promoted the idea that soldiers should be propertied free-
holders, that is, citizen-soldiers who were free and independent because of their 
ownership of property, most particularly land.33 This was exceptional, however, 
since already in the course of the late Middle Ages in many societies popular mili-
tias were disbanded and replaced by employing professional soldiers, hired in the 
labour market.34 More generally, the capacity to use and organize the means of vio-
lence in pre-industrial Europe was exactly the reserve of the elite and formed a cor-
nerstone of their elevated material position and property, and a way to defend this 
property. Violence capacity thus mostly had the opposite effect: of legitimizing and 
sustaining high levels of inequality. 

Third, warfare could reduce wealth inequality through the need to maintain the 
loyalty of the ordinary population (through taxing the rich in order to pay for war-
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erate inundations of polders, for instance. Material losses, as well as losses of lives, 
could be substantial,25 even though not on the large geographical scale of modern 
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The effect of war destruction on wealth inequality is not unidirectional and au-
tomatic; it could both reduce or increase wealth inequality, and often the effect on 
wealth distribution was limited, especially in the long run. For instance, even in a 
very hard-hit town as Prato, in Tuscany, hit by the sack of 1512 and the massive 
pillaging and killing that went on, wealth inequality was only slightly changed, from 
a Gini of 0.62 in 1487 to 0.58 in 1546, the dates closest by the terrible event.26 The 
only concrete instance of a substantial and more lasting reduction of wealth ine-
quality in a war-hit town I came across in the literature, is Augsburg in the first half 
of the seventeenth century, during the Thirty Year War.27 This case is very excep-
tional, however, because of the combination of war with heavy billeting, urban 
bankruptcy, plague and general loss of Augsburg’s trading position, making the ef-
fect of war hard to isolate. This applies to the Thirty Year War more in general, be-
ing one of the few pre-industrial wars which does seem to have brought a more 
substantial reduction of wealth inequality,28 but in an area and period which also 
saw epidemics, state failure, disruption of the fiscal system and economic decline, 
phenomena in part connected to the war but not wholly so. Apart from this mas-
sive, long-lasting and highly-destructive war, I did not come across cases of war-
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More importantly perhaps, much of the effect of war depended on the local 
context, especially the institutional one. The effects of war were never wholly di-
rect, but mediated by the local and regional institutions, as shown for the effects of 
the Italian Wars in the first half of the sixteenth century on the heavily affected 
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war destruction on the distribution of wealth. One can think of a region, as the 
Dutch river area, where the close alliance between large landowners and big tenants 
farmers in the aftermath of war-related destruction, as in 1543, led to the use of in-
stitutional arrangements for capital replenishment and leasing which resulted in 
both a relatively quick recovery of economic operations and to a strengthening of 
the position of the same big farmers.30 

Second, warfare could reduce wealth inequality through the necessity to main-
tain a large group of propertied soldiers. Examples of this in pre-industrial Europe, 
however, are rather exceptional and they are mostly of cases where the role of peo-
ple as soldiers was not the prime goal but rather one component within a broader 
societal constellation. One of these examples are the farmer-colonists in twelfth-
century Holland, who all received a family holding in property, as a reward for their 
hard clearing work, but with the obligation of having to serve and to organize a 
ship with rowers per district in case of war.31 Similar obligations of free, landown-
ing peasants also existed in Scandinavia. The guild militias and other armies com-
posed of citizen-soldiers in the late medieval towns are another example,32 as these 
were composed mainly of independent artisans and other men who possessed their 
own means of production. These militias were thus linked to a social fabric with 
relatively large propertied middle groups and a more limited level of wealth inequal-
ity. These propertied middling groups also came to the fore during the English Civil 
War in the mid-seventeenth century, as several commentators, inspired by the 
works of Machiavelli, promoted the idea that soldiers should be propertied free-
holders, that is, citizen-soldiers who were free and independent because of their 
ownership of property, most particularly land.33 This was exceptional, however, 
since already in the course of the late Middle Ages in many societies popular mili-
tias were disbanded and replaced by employing professional soldiers, hired in the 
labour market.34 More generally, the capacity to use and organize the means of vio-
lence in pre-industrial Europe was exactly the reserve of the elite and formed a cor-
nerstone of their elevated material position and property, and a way to defend this 
property. Violence capacity thus mostly had the opposite effect: of legitimizing and 
sustaining high levels of inequality. 

Third, warfare could reduce wealth inequality through the need to maintain the 
loyalty of the ordinary population (through taxing the rich in order to pay for war-
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fare), as argued for modern cases.35 In the pre-industrial period, war was indeed one 
of the main motivations for taxation. However, in the Middle Ages this taxation 
was only occasional and tax rates were quite low, so this did not have a strong ef-
fect on wealth inequality. In the early modern period, taxes became more general 
and substantial, but the taxes levied by central rulers in order to cover military ex-
penses, were usually not progressive but regressive and thus mostly had the oppo-
site effect, that is, of increasing wealth inequalities.36 Perhaps an exception to this 
was formed by taxation out of direct necessity in cases of warfare, for instance in 
cities under siege, as these taxes could be higher and could target the wealthier 
segments of the population. 

Earthquakes, fires and floods 

Nature-induced disasters could also cause losses of capital, but mostly at a small 
scale.37 Arguably, the largest capital-destruction is caused by earthquakes. A main 
case in pre-industrial Western Europe, and a well-documented one, is the Lisbon 
earthquake of 1755. Still, the effect of the earthquake, and of the ensuing reforms 
initiated by the Marquis de Pombal, on wealth inequality in Portugal was limited. 
Burghers now came to the fore as new wealth owners, while the position of the 
Church was weakened, but the wealth inequalities remained, as most notably in the 
distribution of landownership.38 It would be interesting to investigate more of these 
cases, as also the case of eastern Sicily after the earthquake of 1693, especially when 
sources would permit to reconstruct wealth distribution before and after the disas-
ter, and again after the ensuing reconstruction. In doing so, it could also be interest-
ing to look at city-fires, since these hardly caused deaths but, albeit at a local scale, 
could massively destroy buildings and capital goods. In the past, towns were regu-
larly hit by big fires, in some cases destroying virtually all houses and other build-
ings. The Great Fire of London in 1666, which made three-quarters or more of all 
Londoners homeless, is a well-known example.39 

Another type of nature-induced disasters is floods hitting riverine and coastal 
areas. Like city-fires, they hardly killed any people but they did destroy land, har-
vests, buildings, cattle and other capital goods. Initially, this may have leveled 
wealth inequalities. In most empirical studies on specific cases, however, the domi-
nant conclusion is that in the longer run wealth inequalities were rather reinforced 
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or even sharpened as a result of these floods. Smallholding peasants often did not 
have the resources to buffer their exceptional losses and became susceptible to ex-
propriation, as argued for the early eighteenth-century floods that hit the northern 
coastal areas of Germany, for instance.40 Also, the reinvestment in protective em-
bankments in the wake of such inundations by wealthy urban citizens led in turn to 
a consolidation of absentee large-scale landownership.41 Even though at the land 
user level there may have been more continuity, floods did often lead to a wide-
spread loss of peasant land to urban investors and wealthy elite office-holders.42 
With regard to wealth inequality there was therefore mostly no levelling effect of 
pre-industrial floods, on the contrary. 

Pandemics 

Large epidemics, and most particularly the Black Death, are also mentioned as 
forces in levelling wealth inequality. The suggested logic behind this equitable effect 
is the decimation of people while keeping capital intact, thereby tilting the econom-
ic balance in favour of labour.43 According to this supply-and-demand line of rea-
soning, the gap between elites and the rest of the population, including peasants 
and labourers, was narrowed, as higher wages, easier mobility, reduced extra-
economic impositions, and greater opportunity to purchase property, made post-
pandemic societies more equal. This effect can be expected first and foremost in 
the distribution of income, but eventually also in that of wealth. 

This hypothesis requires some critical perspectives, however. First, the current 
attention for the redistributive effects of pandemics diverts our attention from the 
underlying and more long term inequality trends. Even the catastrophic Black 
Death, which has been proclaimed as perhaps the most redistributive shock, affect-
ed societies mostly only on a scale of decades rather than centuries. The optimist 
view on “The Golden Age of Labour” and reduced inequality levels, has for been 
nuanced. For several societies, studies have found only a modest redistributive ef-
fect, an effect that, moreover, occurred not immediately after the Black Death and 
that lasted less than a century. Moreover, this effect is in most cases ascertained for 
wages, not for wealth, and the effect on wealth distribution would have been only 
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or even sharpened as a result of these floods. Smallholding peasants often did not 
have the resources to buffer their exceptional losses and became susceptible to ex-
propriation, as argued for the early eighteenth-century floods that hit the northern 
coastal areas of Germany, for instance.40 Also, the reinvestment in protective em-
bankments in the wake of such inundations by wealthy urban citizens led in turn to 
a consolidation of absentee large-scale landownership.41 Even though at the land 
user level there may have been more continuity, floods did often lead to a wide-
spread loss of peasant land to urban investors and wealthy elite office-holders.42 
With regard to wealth inequality there was therefore mostly no levelling effect of 
pre-industrial floods, on the contrary. 

Pandemics 

Large epidemics, and most particularly the Black Death, are also mentioned as 
forces in levelling wealth inequality. The suggested logic behind this equitable effect 
is the decimation of people while keeping capital intact, thereby tilting the econom-
ic balance in favour of labour.43 According to this supply-and-demand line of rea-
soning, the gap between elites and the rest of the population, including peasants 
and labourers, was narrowed, as higher wages, easier mobility, reduced extra-
economic impositions, and greater opportunity to purchase property, made post-
pandemic societies more equal. This effect can be expected first and foremost in 
the distribution of income, but eventually also in that of wealth. 

This hypothesis requires some critical perspectives, however. First, the current 
attention for the redistributive effects of pandemics diverts our attention from the 
underlying and more long term inequality trends. Even the catastrophic Black 
Death, which has been proclaimed as perhaps the most redistributive shock, affect-
ed societies mostly only on a scale of decades rather than centuries. The optimist 
view on “The Golden Age of Labour” and reduced inequality levels, has for been 
nuanced. For several societies, studies have found only a modest redistributive ef-
fect, an effect that, moreover, occurred not immediately after the Black Death and 
that lasted less than a century. Moreover, this effect is in most cases ascertained for 
wages, not for wealth, and the effect on wealth distribution would have been only 
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more indirect. Only for cases in Italy a longer lasting effect of the Black Death on 
wealth inequality is established with certainty (see below). 

Second, and even more importantly, the effect of any pandemic, especially in 
the longer run, is mediated by the existing political and social organization. This 
point was made already decades ago. For Eastern Europe it was hypothesized, for 
instance, that the population decline in the Black Death period and the resulting 
labour scarcity were followed by, or even gave rise to more intensive elite exploita-
tion and inequality.44 It was Robert Brenner who noted in the 1980s, by using this 
example and comparing it to the English experience, that a substantial decline of 
population thus not automatically translated into more equity and freedom, as sim-
ple supply and demand theories would predict, but could also result in the oppo-
site.45 Likewise, the depopulation of the Castillian-Granada frontier area in this 
period, as a result of epidemics, military insecurity and the expulsion of the Muslim 
population, is argued to have favoured the rise of large landownership and an ex-
pansion of seigneurial power there, leading to a situation where powerful lords 
dominated a near-landless rural population.46 

As these examples indicate, the roles of different coordination systems in place, 
and the relative position of different actors and groups within these systems, are 
crucial in shaping the effects of massive death. This effect, as with the Black Death, 
ws very different in, for instance, a society dominated by powerful lords, as in parts 
of Eastern Europe and the Spanish frontier areas, or in a society dominated by 
open markets for land, labour and capital, as Northern Italy, or by an associational 
system dominated by independent, freeholding peasants, as the Campine area or 
Drenthe in the Low Countries. Rather than an inevitable drive towards redistribu-
tion after catastrophic shocks such as the Black Death, there are redistributive out-
comes that are not unilinear. Outcomes sometimes even vary in their direction, 
while the effects also vary in intensity and are mostly not structural but only limited 
in time. 

 To be sure, any statement about the effect of the Black Death is plagued by 
the fact that inequality data for the pre-1348 period are very scarce, which makes it 
hard, and in many cases even impossible, to directly observe its effect on wealth 
distribution, let alone isolate it from other factors. For Germany, a few cases have 
been found where data on wealth distribution for the second half of the fourteenth 
is available, but only for one case (Quedlinburg) there is data from the pre-Black 
Death period.47 Exactly in this case, the effect of the Black Death is hard to isolate, 
because the distance between the early source (1310) and the next fiscal source is 
almost two centuries, if I see correctly. For other parts of Europe, information for 
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this early period is even scarcer. The case of Northern and Central Italy may be 
somewhat different, however, in two respects. First, there is a small (but compared 
to other parts of Europe still remarkable) number of fiscal sources on wealth distri-
bution available from the pre-1348 period and, second, in some cases these do al-
low us to observe an equalizing effect. In Lucca, there was a clear drop in inequality 
after the Black Death, with the Gini dropping some 16 percentage points from 
1331 to 1386 (the dates closest by the disaster).48 However, in 1411 the pre-Black 
Death level was already surpassed again, followed by a further rise of inequality to 
unprecedented levels during the remainder of the fifteenth century. The same ap-
plies to Poggibonsi, where after a similar rebound of inequality its rise further pro-
ceeded in the sixteenth and seventeenth centuries, to Gini’s more than 20 
percentage points higher than they had been before the Black Death. Other locali-
ties for which pre-1348 data is available, Antella and Santa Maria Impruneta in Tus-
cany, hardly or not show a drop in inequality after the Black Death at all, while they 
did see a rise in inequality in the centuries thereafter.49 

Likewise, the material for the Italian region of Piedmont, which includes only 
one datapoint for the pre-Black Death period for two cities each, shows that wealth 
inequality declined in the period 1348-1450, but that this followed by a long rise of 
wealth inequality, with the 1348-level reached already around 1500.50 Moreover, the 
vast mortality of 1630, in several parts of Italy equaling that of 1348, or perhaps 
even exceeding it, and blessed with far more datapoints before and after the pan-
demic, did not have a inequality reducing effect at all, but rather went along with a 
further rise of wealth inequality,51 again suggesting that context is more important 
than population losses per se. In this case, a major component in this context was 
formed by inheritance rules. While systems of partible inheritance had facilitated a 
levelling effect of pandemics and their massive mortality, in seventeenth-century 
Italy institutions that had been developed in the meantime, including the fideicom-
missum, were rather geared towards keeping properties intact and undivided. In the 
seventeenth century in many parts of Northern and Central Italy more than half, or 
in some regions even up to three-quarters of the land, was bound by entails or in 
the dead hand, now disallowing fragmentation or dispersal of landownership.52 Al-
so, in several regions, as perhaps most clearly in Tuscany, in the meantime a pro-
cess had taken place in which urban elites, in part by using the opportunities the 
markets for land, lease, labour and capital had offered them, had first amassed 
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enormous wealth and, next, used this to become politically dominant.53 The means 
of non-economic leverage they had acquired in the process, in part even as a re-
sponse to the increasing scarcity of labour after the Black Death, also must have 
reduced, or even precluded, a redistributive effect of the next pandemic. 

The Italian evidence for a single pandemic, the Black Death, thus cannot be 
generalized. The long-effect of pandemics to a large extent depended on the social 
and institutional framework of the society in question. More generally, while shocks 
and catastrophes could produce some equitable outcomes, this was not always the 
case. Often, certain groups were better able than others to buffer these events, or 
even to benefit of them,54 owing to their preexisting advantages in resources and 
power, and thus enabling them to instrumentalize the shock to their benefit, and in 
the process exacerbating inequalities.55 

3. NON-CATASTROPHIC WAYS 

Newly colonized land 

We now move from shocks and catastrophes to non-catastrophic situations in 
which wealth inequality in pre-industrial Western Europe could be relatively low. 
One of these situations was where land was newly colonized. A possible example, 
colonized by Western Europeans, is the northeast of the United States in the seven-
teenth and eighteenth centuries. The English settlers were obsessed with acquiring 
their economic independency as common people, preferably by way of acquiring 
the ownership of a family-sized farm. It was the ideal of many to become an inde-
pendent yeoman, an ideal imported by the settlers from their homeland, where this 
status was much harder to realize.56 A relatively high degree of equity and wealth 
distribution seems to be realized here, even though there are two nuances. First, 
available figures do not show this equity, at a Gini of wealth distribution of 0.64-
0.67 in New England and other parts of the North,57 and, second, any possible eq-
uity went at the expense of the original inhabitants of the area. Still, among English 
settlers freeholding did become widespread. In eighteenth-century New Hampshire, 
Virginia and Connecticut, the proportion of freeholding men varied from 50 to 
90% per village. All figures show a presence of a large and strong segment of mid-
dling groups in American society. Still, the fact that this form of equity is not 
shown in the Gini’s, and that the original population is not included in the calcula-
tions, makes me a little hesitant about this case, even though it is a celebrated one 
in literature. 
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Europe itself, in the late medieval period in particular, offered even clearer ex-
amples of large-scale reclamation and colonization resulting in relatively equal dis-
tributions of landownership. A conspicuous case is Holland in the twelfth and 
thirteenth centuries. This period saw a massive reclamation process, which resulted 
in a highly equal distribution of landownership. The reclamations in the marshy 
wilderness of Holland were carried out in a kind of no man’s land, where hardly any 
settlements or manors existed, no existing feudal structures could be extended or 
people living there could be coerced.58 The near absence of people and the ample 
availability of land, in combination with the specific socio-political setting, resulted 
in the choice of princes to try and attract people to occupy this inhospitable area. 
The princes thus lured people from outside by granting them favourable, and equi-
table, conditions for settlement. The colonists who carried out the hard clearing 
work were granted freedom and in practice became owners of the land, owing only 
a small nominal rent to the prince.59 All colonist families received a farm of similar 
size, about 12.5 hectares of land.60 The resulting dominance of a free, landowning 
peasantry in Holland remained a characteristic feature of the region up to the fif-
teenth century, as still two-thirds to three-quarters of the land was held in free 
property by small- and medium-scale peasant landowners. 

This situation of equality characteristic of medieval Holland was also found in 
areas on the German North Sea coast which here reclaimed in this period, in part 
by settlers from the northern parts of the Low Countries. In the twelfth and thir-
teenth centuries, here, too, a situation developed of personal freedom, relative ma-
terial equity and broad political participation.61 I am not aware of direct figures on 
wealth distribution from Northern Germany in the late Middle Ages, but other in-
dications show how the rural society there was characterized by a relative degree of 
equity in property distribution. Up to the early modern period, the marshes and 
fens along the Northern German coast were dominated by peasants, yeomen and 
substantial farmers, who owned on average 70-90% of the cultivated area.62 This 
situation of relative equity, reinforced by egalitarian succession rules, was eroded 
from the sixteenth century, as a group of wage labourers started growing, eventually 
giving rise to polarization within society. 

It would be interesting to see whether other such examples of large-scale colo-
nization with low levels of wealth inequality exist in pre-industrial Western Europe. 
Spain and its massive southward conquest and colonization in the eleventh to thir-
teenth centuries could be an interesting case. A main difference is that the area was 
already populated and cultivated by people who largely remained there, including 
parts of the Muslim population, thus creating more continuity in property distribu-
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Europe itself, in the late medieval period in particular, offered even clearer ex-
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by settlers from the northern parts of the Low Countries. In the twelfth and thir-
teenth centuries, here, too, a situation developed of personal freedom, relative ma-
terial equity and broad political participation.61 I am not aware of direct figures on 
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dications show how the rural society there was characterized by a relative degree of 
equity in property distribution. Up to the early modern period, the marshes and 
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It would be interesting to see whether other such examples of large-scale colo-
nization with low levels of wealth inequality exist in pre-industrial Western Europe. 
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tion. Also, this was no peaceful colonization, but one with the use of means of vio-
lence, possibly giving the nobility a great weight than in the Northwestern Europe-
an cases of colonization. Still, in the Valencia area, for instance, the peasant-settlers 
originally, in the thirteenth century, received fairly homogenous plots of land, thus 
perhaps creating some equity. The working of inheritance practises and the land 
market subsequently eroded any possible equity, however, as the region in the later 
Middle Ages was not characterized by low wealth inequality but rather fitted into 
the general Western European pattern.63 

More to the southwest, in the south of Castile and Andalusia, the turn to more 
unequal patterns was even more pronounced. Here, too, the original idea in the 
thirteenth century was to repopulate the area with medium-sized holdings of free 
peasants. They would even have been attracted to the area to act as peasant-soldiers 
and to contribute to the defence of these frontier areas, by offering them land, re-
sources and freedom.64 This would have created, as some have argued for the south 
of Castile, a fairly equal property distribution. However, in these border areas be-
tween Christian and Muslim territories, the semi-permanent insecurity and violence 
quickly led to militarization and a dominant role of a military elite, going hand-in-
hand with the rise of large landownership and the genesis of high levels of inequali-
ty, which remained in place up and into the modern period.65 That military insecuri-
ty indeed had been a main factor in shaping this pattern of inequality is suggested 
by later developments in the far South of Spain. As the Muslim Kingdom of Gra-
nada had fallen, and the Muslim military threat was gone, this area was re-populated 
in a non-militarized way and was characterized by a more egalitarian distribution of 
landownership,66 albeit at the expense of the Muslim population. 

More generally, relative equality in wealth distribution was not an automatic ef-
fect of colonization. Especially when the homeland was characterized by high 
wealth inequality, the colonization often followed the same pattern and copied it 
into the colonized area, since the actors organizing the colonization had obtained 
their wealth and political leverage in this setting and would likely copy this, or even 
extend this, overseas. In the seventeenth century, for instance, the settlers from the 
northern parts of the Low Countries, which by then had shifted from having a rela-
tively equal to a highly unequal distribution of wealth,67 created a new society on 
the southern tip of Africa. This Cape Colony, even though the colonists were quite 
prosperous, was characterized by inequality, unfreedom, slavery, privileges and mo-
nopolies.68 This situation resulted from the main actors being agents of the Dutch 
East India Company, the VOC, a company having become dominated by an oligar-
chy of rentiers, who were primarily interested in profits, at the expense of other 
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considerations. A situation of high inequity in the homeland did usually not result 
in an equitable colonization outcome. This more generally applies to unequal forms 
of colonization, or subjection through coercion or force, be it military or economic 
force. So, there is no automatic effect of colonization on wealth distribution, but 
the effect depends on the context in the homeland of the settlers, the composition 
of the settlers and the goals of the main actors shaping the way the colonization is 
organized. Only in a few cases, including a few important ones, this has indeed led 
to equitable distributions of wealth in newly colonized areas. 

Revolutions, revolts and processes of self-organization 

Revolutions and regime changes may be surmised to be able to bring about a 
reduction of wealth inequality. Their effect in pre-industrial Europe actually was 
limited, however. Most of them only had a negligible effect on wealth inequality, 
often just replacing one elite or ruler by another one, or had a short-lived effect. 
The limited effect on wealth inequality even holds for the most celebrated and suc-
cessful revolution of the pre-industrial period, the French Revolution. Even though 
new groups (wealthy burghers) came to the fore and old ones (nobility and clergy) 
lost, there was no fundamental change in the level of wealth inequality. Private 
wealth inequality only slightly decreased between c. 1780 and 1810 and in the post-
1815 decades even returned again to very high levels.69 Other revolutions or revolts, 
which were mostly smaller and less successful, or quickly repressed, left even less of 
a mark. 

The only revolutions or revolts that had a more fundamental or long-lived ef-
fect on wealth inequality were the ones that formed the end-stage of a long, mas-
sive wave of self-organization and societal change. The American Revolution 
formed the crown on the process of settlement by equity-craving colonists de-
scribed in the previous section. The same applies to the Glorious Revolution of 
1688. This revolution is highlighted in the literature as a major step towards mod-
ern equity.70 Actually, however, its effect was built upon a social and political con-
text that was shaped by a host of revolts, unrest and social movements, starting in 
the late fourteenth century, with the Peasants’ Revolt of 1381, and intermittently 
continuing from then.71 This movement included numerous cases of individual or 
local, small-scale resistance, which slowly eroded lordly power.72 Also, this was 
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a mark. 
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sive wave of self-organization and societal change. The American Revolution 
formed the crown on the process of settlement by equity-craving colonists de-
scribed in the previous section. The same applies to the Glorious Revolution of 
1688. This revolution is highlighted in the literature as a major step towards mod-
ern equity.70 Actually, however, its effect was built upon a social and political con-
text that was shaped by a host of revolts, unrest and social movements, starting in 
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combined with a strong current of self-organization and broad participation of or-
dinary people, particularly in the pastoral areas of England.73 A new peak in social 
agitation occurred around the mid-seventeenth century, as many were taken by the 
desire for reform. The revolutionary movement of the Levellers, which had strong 
egalitarian overtones, for instance, made a heavy impact in the 1640s, during the 
Civil War.74 Much more than the Glorious Revolution, which was more aimed at 
reducing arbitrariness and not material inequality, these long-lasting and massive 
forms of self-organization and revolt may have pushed inequality down, although 
hard figures for England are notably absent. 

The role of massive self-organization also holds, and maybe even to a greater 
degree, for the “Communal Revolution” in Italy and the “Guild Revolution” in the 
Low Countries, which both rather were a two-century-long series of all kinds of 
movements, revolts and regime changes, mainly at the local level. The effect these 
had on wealth inequality was, therefore, not brought about by one single political 
shock, or revolution, but by a long, massive movement in which the self-
organization and actions of ordinary people played a major role. Moreover, it was 
not a direct effect, but an indirect one, that is, it was only effectuated through the 
institutional measures subsequently taken by these organizations and the local gov-
ernments they controlled. In order to do this, these bottom-up organizations, or 
associations, needed the political leverage, or at least the chance, to institute and en-
force these measures. This was a position that was gradually developed, or acquired, 
sometimes in peaceful ways and in other cases in more contentious ones. This 
drawn-out, massive process, which also has been coined the “Silent Revolution”,75 
did occur especially in Northern and Central Italy in the eleventh to thirteenth cen-
turies, and in the Low Countries in the twelfth to fourteenth centuries, the cases 
highlighted above, but were also found in Switzerland, the west of Germany and 
the eastern coast of the Iberian peninsula, for instance. They were found in the 
towns, but in most of these areas, but least so in Italy, also in the countryside, with 
village communities, organizations for the commons, water management organiza-
tions and irrigation associations as the most conspicuous examples.76 In these cases, 
the self-organization of ordinary people was institutionalized in all kinds of ways, 
especially at the local level, with reducing effects on wealth inequality, as will be dis-
cussed further below. 

To be sure, even societies were these movements and revolts were defeated by 
an elite coalition could retain some equity as a result of their agitation and re-
sistance. An example is the peasant movement in the south of Germany. The re-
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volting peasants, who had used their communal organizations, were defeated and 
crushed after the Peasant Revolt of 1525, but still peasants in these areas, perhaps 
as a result of their revolts and resistance, were able to avoid the unfreedom and in-
equity of the so-called second serfdom to which their northern and eastern neigh-
bours were subjected. Some peasant revolts may even have induced rulers, 
alongside their appetite for repression of disturbances, to positive policy reforms, in 
order to reduce the stimuli for peasants to revolt.77 It would be highly interesting to 
see whether this also affected levels of wealth inequality, but I am not aware of 
studies on this. 

Progressive taxation 

Progressive, inequality-reducing taxation at the central or state level did not ex-
ist in pre-industrial Europe and neither did the redistributive systems we associate 
with the twentieth-century welfare states. First of all, continuous and regular tax re-
gimes at the level of the central state only developed from the sixteenth century. 
Before, states or rulers could only levy a tax in case of war, or other extraordinary 
circumstances, such as war, the birth of a royal heir or a crusade. These taxes were 
then used for the war efforts or for the upkeep of the bureaucratic apparatus, rather 
than to provide services or welfare systems for the population. Second, many taxes 
were regressive.78 Mostly, they consisted of excises or indirect taxes on consump-
tion goods. Wealth taxes were levied only very intermittently, often had flat rates 
and their size was very modest.  

One part of Western Europe where, by exception, steps towards a less regressive 
fiscal system were made, was the northern Low Countries. Here, the Habsburg regime 
in 1542 and again in 1568 tried to introduce taxes on exports and on commercial and 
industrial capital, and to make the tax on real estate proportional.79 The moves in this 
less regressive direction were halted, however, by the Dutch Revolt. In the new Dutch 
Republic, in the first half of the seventeenth century, taxes on transactions of goods, 
land or capital existed, but they mostly had a flat rate, thus burdening the small 
owners most.80 At the same time, two-thirds of taxes in Holland in 1600 were lev-
ied on basic necessities, rising to three-quarters in 1650.81 Taxation thus pressed 
hardest on the middling and lower segments of society. After the 1670s, taxation in 
Holland became based on a more equal footing, by levying more taxes on real es-
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land or capital existed, but they mostly had a flat rate, thus burdening the small 
owners most.80 At the same time, two-thirds of taxes in Holland in 1600 were lev-
ied on basic necessities, rising to three-quarters in 1650.81 Taxation thus pressed 
hardest on the middling and lower segments of society. After the 1670s, taxation in 
Holland became based on a more equal footing, by levying more taxes on real es-
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tate and luxury products, resulting in a decline of taxes in the form of excises on 
basic necessities, even though this share still remained substantial.82 In other states, 
however, central taxation remained even more clearly regressive, even to a substan-
tial extent,83 thus solidifying or even widening wealth disparities. 

To be sure, when the actual organization and partitioning of the fiscal levies 
was not in the hand of state officials but in that of local communities, the distribu-
tion of the burden could be more equitable. This was the case in some Catalonian 
localities, where local councils registered wealth and used this registration to set fis-
cal levies, which often happened in proportion to wealth.84 This practice lasted 
from the fourteenth century into the eighteenth, as it was replaced by more central-
ized systems with a more regressive character. Still, even the earlier system had 
been proportional, not progressive. Moreover, in other instances, as has been ar-
gued for northern Italy,85 local elites rather used their local power to shift the fiscal 
burden to people less closely involved in local decision-making. 

One of the few exceptions where inequality was directly and explicitly targeted 
through redistributive measures was under the short-lived rule of the Anabaptists, 
the most radical offshoot of the Reformation. The Anabaptists had clear ideas on 
economy and society; they disapproved of private ownership of property, believing 
that it should be used for the benefit of all, and they strove for common ownership 
of goods.86 In 1535, the Anabaptists rebelled in many places in Holland, such as in 
Amsterdam, their main centre, and also in Friesland, but their revolts failed and re-
pression by local and central authorities was often severe. The Anabaptists did 
manage to take power, however, in the town of Münster in Westfalia. Thousands of 
Anabaptists from Holland and Friesland decided to go there. The social and eco-
nomic revolution that was implemented in Münster in 1533-1535 reflects the ideas 
they held. Common ownership of property was introduced, accounts and titles 
were burned and personal valuables and money were confiscated.87 The town 
council was to provide food, clothing, and housing. The rule of the Anabaptists was 
quickly broken, however, and brutally repressed, and with it the progressive taxa-
tion they had propagated. 

Apart from the few exceptions like these, and turning to more peaceful situa-
tions, the most equitable types of taxes, both in the ways of levying and in the 
choice of expenses, were those levied by the bottom-up organizations and associa-
tions. Charity and social spending by these organizations, including foundations, 
poor boxes, almshouses, monasteries, hospitals and fraternities, amounted to some 
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1-3% of GDP, as calculated for the Netherlands and northern Italy in the period 
1400-1800.88 To be sure, most of the revenues of these organizations did not come 
from regular taxes, but from contributions, donations and returns from the proper-
ty owned by these organizations, which was mostly derived from earlier donations. 
While most of this was spent on poor or needy people from the lower and middling 
groups in society, and thus can be seen as social transfers, the lion’s share of con-
tributions was made by the middling groups, not by the wealthy.89 Even apart from 
the not so large absolute amounts transferred, the redistributive effect was there-
fore limited. 

Relative equity in taxation was also found with the taxes levied by water man-
agement boards around the North Sea coast for the maintenance and repair of 
dykes and sluices. The taxes of the water boards were based on landownership and 
therefore excluded the poor and landless, and they were proportional to the land-
ownership one used, and thus rather equitable. Still, they could be felt unequally. 
Since the money had to be paid in a very short time span in cash, it hit the lower 
middle classes hard, while large landowners could easily oblige.90 Even though this 
type of tax was not regressive, as central taxes were, it did not reduce wealth ine-
qualities either. 

Wealth limiting institutions at the local level 

The big, influential works on inequality almost exclusively focus on the state 
level, and on the wars, revolts and collapses taking place at this level. These works 
thus largely leave out the mechanisms at the local, non-state level and the periods in 
which central states were weak and did not carry much weight at the local level, as 
in many parts of Western Europe in the High and Late Middle Ages. This was the 
period in which town communities, villages, guilds and commons were largely re-
sponsible for organizing economic life at the local level, including the organization 
and allocation of taxation, and they often acted in order to reduce inequality. This 
points to the important role of other coordination and allocation systems than sole-
ly the state and the market. Western European societies also had the association, 
the community, the manor and the family, or kin, as important systems available. 
These each had other mechanisms and rules than state and market, and, even more 
importantly, other goals they prioritized, including providing security, offering soli-
darity, safeguarding ecological sustainability, reaching salvation, preserving a line-
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age, enhancing prestige, retaining a privileged position or other, widely differing 
goals. 

One of these systems is family, or kin, using inheritance rules as a main instru-
ment, but also employing other rules. Focusing on this would perhaps help to bring 
in the micro=perspective. More specifically, a system of partible inheritance may 
have contributed to reducing levels of wealth inequality, as suggested by isolated 
indications for Germany. Even though causality is hard to unravel, it is striking that 
in Germany a geographical overlap can be seen between the dominance of partible 
inheritance, the strength of rural communities and the spread of the 1525 peasant 
revolt.91 Another brake on processes of accumulation was that kin could prohibit 
the transfer of land to outsiders. The prevailing feeling was that land belonged to 
the family as a whole and should be kept within it. Restrictive inheritance customs 
and family claims clearly limited the possibilities to sell land. Relatives, sometimes 
even distant ones, could resist or annul the sale of land to anyone who was not a 
family member, and the family had to agree to the sale. It was also possible to claim 
back the land which had been sold by a relative, or buy it back for the same price, 
often as long as a year and a day after the original sale.92 In settings where manorial 
organization was prevalent, this was combined with manorial rules intended to keep 
holdings at equal size, to ensure the viability of holdings and the labour services 
connected to them.93 Manorial lords, as in the county of Namur up to the thir-
teenth century,94 frequently blocked sales of land, while manorial customs often 
prohibited the accumulation of land and the possession of multiple villeinage hold-
ings. In these manorial settings, however, wealth inequality more broadly will not 
have been low, as a result of the elevated position and large wealth of the manorial 
lords. Non-manorial settings where independent peasant had a strong position, 
with the family as major coordination system, will thus more likely have seen a 
wealth inequality-reducing effect of such rules. 

The coordination system that likely had the most elaborate and comprehensive 
set of inequality-reducing rules, however, was the associative one. Associations did 
reduce wealth inequality to a little extent by way of taxation – as discussed above– 
but mainly through restrictions on the transfer and accumulation of land and capital 
goods, imposing maximums on production, periodic redistribution of usage rights, 
etcetera. That they were able to do so, was the result of the lengthy process of self-
organization of ordinary people described above, a process that included strikes and 
revolts, but also more peaceful forms of collective action and the development of 
associations of ordinary people, particularly peasants and craftsmen. 

These wealth inequality limiting measures were thus found especially where this 
self-organization had been most successful. In many parts of Western Europe, we 
can see how in the Middle Ages, and especially in the twelfth to fourteenth centu-
ries, within local settings inequality was reduced, or at least kept in check, by limit-

 
91 Personal communication by Ulrich Pfister (Münster) 18 May 2019. 
92 O. MOORMAN VAN KAPPEN, Met open buydel ende in baren gelde. Enkele beschouwingen over het oud-

vaderlandse familienaastingsrecht, Deventer 1973, pp. 4-11. 
93 Ibidem. 
94 L. GENICOT, L’économie rurale namuroise au bas moyen âge, Louvain 1943, I, pp. 125-159. 

LOOKING FOR THE ISLANDS OF EQUALITY IN A SEA OF INEQUALITY 453

ing opportunities of transacting and accumulating land and capital, and by develop-
ing mechanisms of redistribution, through guilds, commons and communities. 
These measures were put into operation at the local level, where in this period also 
most of the exchange and allocation of land and capital (that is: wealth) took place. 
In the Western European towns, these wealth-limiting institutions and protection 
of small- and medium-sized property were found especially where guilds had a large 
say in urban politics, as in Flanders and Brabant and parts of Germany in the four-
teenth and fifteenth centuries. Guild regulations often set a maximum on owner-
ship or equipment per craftsman, as for weavers on the number of looms to be 
owned, for spinners the number of spindles, for ironworkers the number of 
hearths, etcetera.95 Also, limits were placed on the number of apprentices and jour-
neymen each master could employ. Guild statutes often explicitly declared that 
these regulations were meant to equally share work and ensure equal livelihood, 
that is, at least among the masters.96 These regulations limited wealth inequality but 
also solidified the position of middling groups. Here, independent craftsmen, who 
owned the means of production, were the main actors, just as independent, land-
holding peasants through their associations were in the countryside (see below). 

A more extraordinary setting where the role of associations and independent 
middling groups can be observed, but still clearly so, is in fishermen’s villages. As is 
argued for late medieval England, fishing communities were often characterized by 
solidarity and egalitarian attitudes, solidified by risk-sharing arrangements.97 Across 
the North Sea, in in late medieval Flanders, coastal communities saw the develop-
ment of associations of shareholders in ships and fishing expeditions. This was ac-
companied by regulations restricting the number of crew members per vessel, or 
per trip, in order to avoid concentration or monopolization.98 Scattered evidence 
shows that these fishing communities indeed had rather egalitarian distributions of 
property in this period. 

Even more striking examples of the role of associations are found in the coun-
tryside. One of these examples is the Campine area, where much of the land was 
used in common, grazing was strictly regulated, use of the hay meadows was max-
imized, and commercial sale of peat, sods and wood was prohibited.99 In this re-
gion, in the sixteenth century, land and other forms of immovable wealth was 
“extraordinarily equally distributed”.100 Campine villages had Gini’s of wealth dis-
tribution between 0.5 and 0.56,101 with only a small number of peasant households 
owning either no land or possessing more than 10 hectares of land. Similarly, that 
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the hilly and mountainous parts of Tuscany in 1427 had a low wealth inequality, at a 
Gini of 0.52-0.53, compared to Florence and its surrounding plains with a Gini of 
around 0.8, has nothing to do with the supposed poverty of these mountainous ar-
eas, since these areas were actually quite flourishing with a diversified and produc-
tive economy, but rather with the more resilient peasant communities and their 
institutions at the local level, including common rights, grazing rights and strict 
regulations for using the forest and fields, as shown for the Casentino area.102 

All of this does not mean that a rise of wealth inequality was impossible within 
these associative settings. A case study on the common lands in the Lombard Alps 
in the eighteenth century shows how inequality in access to pastures and woods 
could actually grow, something also happening in the Friulian mountains, in the 
northeast of Italy, where rights in the course of the seventeenth and eighteenth cen-
turies became more concentrated in a slow, but still noticeable process.103 Neither 
can we automatically attribute an equalizing effect to the associations. The guilds, 
and especially in the early modern period, could be dominated by a small group of 
master craftsmen. Also, and despite their role in stopping or even reducing inequal-
ities, both the guilds and the commons did also exclude people, privileging their 
members, mostly belonging to the middling groups in society.104 Similarly, as has 
been argued for organizations for the management of the commons, the effect of 
this organization was not automatic, but dependent on the exact rules of the game 
and the distribution of power within the commons, which the rules of the common 
sometimes not reducing but entrenching existing inequalities.105 In some cases, the 
rights to the commons could be linked to, and in proportion to, the distribution of 
private land or farmsteads (Castille, parts of England, the Po Valley, to mention 
some dispersed examples), thus not resulting into a reduction of wealth inequality, 
while in other cases the rights of the commons were more inclusive, more widely 
distributed or open to many (as in the Campine area, Navarra or parts of Scandina-
via), which did reduce inequalities.106 

We should, therefore, acknowledge the fact that the potentially equalizing effect 
of associational rules depended on their exact formulation and the distribution of 
rights. Still, my impression of the material would leads me to suggest, albeit tenta-
tively, that societies organized by way of associational systems in pre-industrial Eu-
rope often had more equal distributions of wealth than societies dominated by the 
market and/or the state as coordination systems. Even in cases where they did so-
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lidify existing wealth inequalities, the common rules did not increase them and may 
still have stopped their enlargement. Moreover, and this can be posited with less 
hesitation, societies with associational systems at least had the possibility and the 
institutional instruments to reduce wealth inequality, much more so than the other 
coordination systems, at least up to the twentieth-century state. 

However, in the early modern period these local associations, in town and 
countryside, and the local governments they influenced or even controlled, saw 
their institutional framework gradually eroded, albeit with different speed and form, 
by the growth of international trade, migration, interregional labour and capital 
markets, and also by state-formation and the rise of larger and more centralized bu-
reaucracies. The latter played an important role in this process, also because their 
fiscal systems were based on the taxing the monetary value of goods, services, pur-
chases, revenues and wealth, and thus worked in tandem with the market as alloca-
tion system. They were thus less compatible with associational systems, where 
especially inputs of land, labour and capital remained less subjected to monetary 
mechanisms and could thus less easily be expressed in monetary terms and taxed. 
Moreover, centralizing states and state elites were often nettled by the countervail-
ing, or in their eyes perhaps obstructing, power of associations and the local gov-
ernments they controlled, leading to fierce state attacks on these local 
independencies.107 Put in a very general way, all of these developments entailed or 
provoked processes of scale-enlargement, which in principle pushes up wealth ine-
quality when no countervailing mechanisms exist.108 These counter-mechanisms 
indeed were weakened in the same period, as a result of the same drawn-out pro-
cess, as the centralizing states and inter-regional markets as competing coordination 
systems eroded and marginalized the associations and communal organizations, 
which were mainly embedded in the local level. Thus also their inequality-reducing 
roles were weakened, although not fully and certainly not with the same speed and 
intensity in all parts of Western Europe. 

4. CONCLUDING REMARKS 

First a caveat. The preceding focused on wealth inequality. The information on 
income inequality in pre-industrial Europe is much scantier and reconstructions are 
often rather speculative. When more progress is made in this field, it may turn out 
to yield a somewhat different picture than the one developed here for wealth ine-
quality, as the two are linked but do not necessarily move in tandem. 

Now back to wealth inequality. As a general rule, wealth inequality in pre-
industrial Western Europe was high and wealth was mostly accumulated in the 
hands of small elites, a process intensified in the early modern period by urbaniza-
tion, population growth, proletarianization, economic development, state formation 
and scale enlargement. This insight, confirmed by many empirical studies, is now 
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lidify existing wealth inequalities, the common rules did not increase them and may 
still have stopped their enlargement. Moreover, and this can be posited with less 
hesitation, societies with associational systems at least had the possibility and the 
institutional instruments to reduce wealth inequality, much more so than the other 
coordination systems, at least up to the twentieth-century state. 

However, in the early modern period these local associations, in town and 
countryside, and the local governments they influenced or even controlled, saw 
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fiscal systems were based on the taxing the monetary value of goods, services, pur-
chases, revenues and wealth, and thus worked in tandem with the market as alloca-
tion system. They were thus less compatible with associational systems, where 
especially inputs of land, labour and capital remained less subjected to monetary 
mechanisms and could thus less easily be expressed in monetary terms and taxed. 
Moreover, centralizing states and state elites were often nettled by the countervail-
ing, or in their eyes perhaps obstructing, power of associations and the local gov-
ernments they controlled, leading to fierce state attacks on these local 
independencies.107 Put in a very general way, all of these developments entailed or 
provoked processes of scale-enlargement, which in principle pushes up wealth ine-
quality when no countervailing mechanisms exist.108 These counter-mechanisms 
indeed were weakened in the same period, as a result of the same drawn-out pro-
cess, as the centralizing states and inter-regional markets as competing coordination 
systems eroded and marginalized the associations and communal organizations, 
which were mainly embedded in the local level. Thus also their inequality-reducing 
roles were weakened, although not fully and certainly not with the same speed and 
intensity in all parts of Western Europe. 

4. CONCLUDING REMARKS 

First a caveat. The preceding focused on wealth inequality. The information on 
income inequality in pre-industrial Europe is much scantier and reconstructions are 
often rather speculative. When more progress is made in this field, it may turn out 
to yield a somewhat different picture than the one developed here for wealth ine-
quality, as the two are linked but do not necessarily move in tandem. 

Now back to wealth inequality. As a general rule, wealth inequality in pre-
industrial Western Europe was high and wealth was mostly accumulated in the 
hands of small elites, a process intensified in the early modern period by urbaniza-
tion, population growth, proletarianization, economic development, state formation 
and scale enlargement. This insight, confirmed by many empirical studies, is now 

 
107 W. BLOCKMANS, Voracious states and obstructing cities: An aspect of state formation in preindustrial 

Europe, in “Theory and Society”, 18, 1989, n. 5, pp. 733-755. 
108 For the general mechanism: M. SCHEFFER, B. VAN BAVEL, I.A. VAN DE LEEMPUT, E.H. VAN 

NES., Inequality in nature and society, cit. 



BAS VAN BAVEL 
 

456

often framed as part of “the very long Kuznets curve”. If this concept or frame is 
accepted too readily or applied to lightly, however, we run the risk of getting stuck 
with an image of the pre-industrial period as one of high and ever rising wealth ine-
quality per se. Furthermore, the only countervailing mechanism to this process, it is 
postulated by some recent studies, as most outspoken by Scheidel’s one, would be 
found in the redistributive effects of shocks, calamities and disasters, a view thus 
rendering society itself impotent in the face of rising wealth inequality. 

This paper, if only cursorily, shows two nuances or counter-arguments against 
this picture. First, it argues that disasters may indeed reduce wealth inequality, but 
only depending on the social and institutional context in which they take place. 
This context may directly affect the impact of a disaster on wealth inequality, be it 
into an disequalizing or equalizing direction, or it may produce a rapid return to the 
situation in place before the disaster. Cases where a disaster in pre-industrial Western 
Europe did have a direct and long-lasting effect on wealth inequality are very rare. 

Second, the paper shows how medieval societies did in some cases succeed in 
limiting wealth inequality in more peaceful ways. This was through longer-lasting, 
institutional counter measures, aimed at dividing property rights, limiting their 
transaction and setting maximums of ownership, production and use. These 
measures, or rules, were mostly embedded in other coordination systems than the 
market or the state, as most clearly in the associative system. Linked to this, these 
measures were developed and maintained at a local or at the most at a regional lev-
el. They were introduced in societies which either – as in a few exceptional cases - 
were reclaimed and colonized by free peasants, or which – in a much larger number 
of cases - underwent a very long period of self-organization of ordinary people, and 
especially the middling groups in society, who succeeded in obtaining a say in polit-
ical decision-making. To be sure, if the measures they took indeed reduced wealth 
inequality, it was mainly by protecting the property of the same middling groups, 
which still left the possibility that a smaller of larger group at the bottom of society 
was near-propertyless. 

The local and regional level where this was realized, however, was vulnerable to 
the scale-enlargement generated by centralizing states and expanding markets which 
were characteristic of the early modern period. In this period, the medieval islands 
of relative wealth equality were washed away by ever bigger waves of rising inequal-
ity. Also, with the erosion of the inequality-reducing measures instituted at the local 
level, societies did become more subjected to the disequalizing effects of popula-
tion growth, economic development and scale-enlargement. This was not an uni-
form and synchronous development, however, since the absolute levels of wealth 
inequality, the chronology of its rise and the mechanisms driving it, or halting it 
longer, all differed because of the specific context given by the factors highlighted 
here. Neither was this rise an ongoing development, to which no answer proved 
possible, as shown by the experience of Europe in the late nineteenth and twentieth 
centuries, as again a long-lasting period of self-organization of ordinary people suc-
ceeded in introducing a system of taxation and redistribution, now realized at the 
higher scale-level of the nation-states, a system only now undermined in a next 
wave of scale-enlargement and globalization. 
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prima parte dell’articolo discute le fonti disponibili per ricostruire la disuguaglianza economica 
preindustriale, specialmente in Italia, e fornisce uno sguardo d’insieme sui metodi utilizzati per 
produrre informazioni affidabili e omogenee sui livelli e sulle tendenze della disuguaglianza. In 
particolare, l’articolo discute il metodo sviluppato da EINITE per produrre misure o distribuzioni 
rappresentative di aggregati più ampi (regioni o interi Stati), così come le tecniche che possono essere 
impiegate per esplorare in modo adeguato tali distribuzioni al fine di dare risposte a domande 
storiche di rilievo. La seconda parte dell’articolo procede a un confronto tra le tendenze della 
disuguaglianza tra il tardo Medioevo e l’età moderna (1300-1800) in una serie di Stati italiani 
pre-unitari così come nei Paesi Bassi settentrionali e meridionali. La terza e ultima parte esplora i 
principali fattori che, in periodi diversi, condussero a un declino della disuguaglianza (riscontrabile 
empiricamente solo dopo la Peste Nera del Trecento) oppure a un suo incremento (come è 
caratteristico dell’intera età moderna). Dopo aver mostrato che spiegazioni tradizionali, come 
quella che ricondurrebbe semplicemente la crescita della disuguaglianza alla crescita economica, non 
sembrano corrispondere bene alle recenti stime delle tendenze della disuguaglianza nel lungo 
periodo, l’articolo si concentra sui fattori istituzionali e in particolare sullo sviluppo del cosiddetto 
“stato fiscale-militare”. Infatti, l’emergere dello stato fiscale-militare ebbe conseguenze redistributive 
che vanno considerate tra le cause principali del consistente incremento della disuguaglianza (sia di 
reddito sia di ricchezza) occorso durante l’età moderna in gran parte del continente europeo.  
 
FRANCESCO AMMANNATI, La disuguaglianza economica in area marchigiana: uno 
studio di lungo periodo (1400-1800) 
 
La ricerca si è proposta di apportare nuovi dati allo studio della disuguaglianza nella 
distribuzione della ricchezza nel lungo periodo, utilizzando l’abbondante 
documentazione fiscale disponibile per numerose comunità dell’area marchigiana 
lungo un periodo che copre con una certa regolarità, con inevitabili lacune e 
interruzioni, il basso medioevo e la piena età moderna.  
La peculiare storia politica-amministrativa di questo territorio, progressivamente 
inglobato nello Stato della Chiesa, si rispecchiò in un’evoluzione delle forme di 
registrazione della ricchezza a scopo impositivo, le caratteristiche delle quali sono 
state attentamente prese in considerazione e sottoposte a critica al fine di garantirne 
la compatibilità, nel tempo e nello spazio. Catasti, estimi, “libre”, nonché libri delle 
collette, saranno utilizzati per descrivere la capacità fiscale dei contribuenti iscritti in 
questi registri e valutare le dinamiche della disuguaglianza economica attraverso i 
secoli. 
L’analisi è stata condotta su un campione di comunità per le quali è stata verificata 
un’ampia disponibilità di fonti fino a oggi relativamente sotto-utilizzate e non in 
modo sistematico per un simile arco temporale. In particolare, insieme a città 
propriamente intese come Macerata, Fano e Jesi, sono stati oggetto di studio centri 
di medie dimensioni (Tolentino e Corinaldo, evoluti a sede vescovile durante l’età 
moderna) e alcune comunità minori (Massaccio, Morro d’Alba) che hanno 
composto un quadro rappresentativo delle diverse realtà territoriali. 
 
The research aimed at bringing new data to the study of inequality in the distribution of wealth in 
the long run using the abundant fiscal documentation available to many communities of the 
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Marches region over a period covering, with a certain regularity, the late Middle Ages and the full 
modern age.  
The peculiar political-administrative history of this territory, progressively incorporated into the 
Papal State, was reflected in an evolution of the methodologies for assessing wealth for tax 
purposes. Their characteristics have been carefully taken into account and criticized in order to 
ensure compatibility in time and space. Land registers, “estimi”, "libre", as well as books of 
“collette”, will be used to describe the fiscal capacity of taxpayers enrolled in these registers and to 
estimate the dynamics of economic inequality over the centuries. 
The analysis has been carried out on a sample of communities for which a wide availability of 
sources, until now relatively unexploited and not systematically used for studying such a time span, 
has been verified. In particular, together with cities such as Macerata, Fano and Jesi, medium-
sized towns (Tolentino and Corinaldo, which evolved into Episcopal sees during the modern age) 
and some smaller communities (Massaccio, Morro d'Alba) have been studied for composing a 
representative picture of the different territorial realities. 
 
PINAR CEYLAN, Regional variation in the distribution of property rights over land 
in sixteenth-century Ottoman rural Manisa 
 
The Ottoman State during the fifteenth and sixteenth centuries is often cited as a 
centralized state, which closely monitored agricultural production and strictly 
commanded its organization. Until today, mainly due to an overemphasis on the 
role of the central government, regional variations in property and surplus relations 
in the classical period has largely escaped from attention. Concentrating on the 
Western Anatolian district of Manisa and employing tax surveys dating 1575, this 
study points to the regional variation in property rights institutions, which resulted 
in different inequality regimes across space. Empirical evidence suggests the 
existence of two agricultural production systems characterized by different property 
and surplus relations, in the southern and northern parts of the district in the late 
sixteenth century. Accordingly, inequality structures in these areas reflected region-
specific patterns of property rights distribution within and across direct producers 
and landlords’ classes. In terms of both access to land by producers and 
concentration of agrarian surplus among landlords, higher levels of inequality is 
observed in the densely populated, more developed and highly commercialized area 
in the south, whereas a more egalitarian socioeconomic structure prevailed in the 
mountainous northern part, inhabited by a high number of tribal groups. While 
stressing the necessity of a comparative regional approach in studying rural 
inequality in pre-industrial societies, these results also lend support to arguments 
that inequality levels in these societies are positively associated with level of market 
development and population.   
 
Aux XVe et XVIe siècles, l'État ottoman est souvent cité comme un État centralisé, qui a 
surveillé de près la production agricole et commandé strictement son organisation. Jusqu'à présent, 
principalement en raison d'une trop grande importance accordée au rôle du gouvernement central, 
les variations régionales dans les relations de propriété et de surplus dans la période classique ont 
largement échappé à l'attention. Se concentrant sur le district d'Anatolie occidentale de Manisa et 
utilisant des enquêtes fiscales datant de 1575, cette étude met en évidence la variation régionale des 
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institutions de droits de propriété, qui a entraîné des régimes d'inégalité différents dans l'espace. 
Des preuves empiriques suggèrent l'existence de deux systèmes de production agricole caractérisés 
par des relations de propriété et des relations de surplus différentes, dans les parties sud et nord du 
district à la fin du XVIe siècle. En conséquence, les structures d’inégalité dans ces zones reflétaient 
les schémas de répartition des droits de propriété spécifiques à chaque région au sein et entre les 
classes de producteurs directs et de seigneurs. En ce qui concerne l'accès à la terre par les 
producteurs et la concentration du surplus agraire parmi les seigneurs, des inégalités plus marquées 
sont observées dans la zone densément peuplée, plus développée et commercialisée du sud, alors 
qu'une structure socio-économique plus égalitaire régnait dans la partie nord montagneuse, habitée 
par un grand nombre de groupes tribaux. Tout en soulignant la nécessité d'une approche régionale 
comparative dans l'étude des inégalités rurales dans les sociétés préindustrielles, ces résultats 
corroborent également l'argument selon lequel les niveaux d'inégalité dans ces sociétés sont 
positivement associés au niveau de développement du marché et de la population. 
 
DAVIDE CRISTOFERI, “I nostri contadini solevano istare molto meglio per lo 
addrieto che ora”: mezzadria, proprietà cittadina e disuguaglianza economica in 
Toscana, sec. XV-XVI 
 
Le recenti e meno recenti ricerche condotte sulle fonti fiscali fiorentine fra XIV e 
XVIII hanno contribuito al dibattito sulle disuguaglianze economiche in età pre-
industriale mostrando anche per la Toscana rurale ed urbana una crescente 
distribuzione diseguale dei patrimoni in un contesto, storiograficamente abbastanza 
chiaro, di stagnazione economica durante l’età moderna. Se ciò ha permesso di 
‘isolare’ il tema delle disuguaglianze economiche da quello della crescita, ha lasciato 
aperto un ampio ventaglio di ipotesi per spiegare tale trend, a partire dal ruolo delle 
istituzioni. La presente relazione, anticipando i risultati di una più ampia ricerca 
(progetto GINI), attualmente in corso, intende studiare attraverso una micro-analisi 
quantitativa della pieve di San Giovanni in Petroio in Mugello, fra 1427 e 1512, la 
connessione fra le crescenti disuguaglianze economiche registrate nelle campagne 
fiorentine nel XV secolo e il loro sistema agrario, caratterizzato dalla diffusione 
della proprietà cittadina e della mezzadria. Analizzandone i meccanismi, suggerisce 
il ruolo di questo sistema di share-cropping nel conservare e favorire nella lunga 
durata la forte ineguaglianza nella distribuzione del patrimonio fondiario, riuscendo 
però a mantenere parte degli strati più poveri della popolazione rurale sopra o sul 
livello di sussistenza. L’esito, come osservato nel presente caso di studio, vedrà 
accanto ad una comunità rurale diminuita di numero, impoverita e caratterizzata da 
migrazioni, un’incremento del valore assoluto e relativo dei patrimoni fondiari di 
cittadini ed enti ecclesiastici. 
 
The past and recent research on the florentine fiscal surveys from 14th to 18th c. has highly 
contributed to the current debate on economic inequality in pre-industrial times. Showing an 
increasing unequal wealth distribution also for rural and urban Tuscany, characterised by economic 
stagnation in Early Modern times, it has allowed us to disentangle the effect of economic growth on 
inequality. However, a wide set of explanatory hypotheses of the increase of wealth concentration in 
the long-run still need to be verified: among the others, the role of institutions. This paper, 
presenting the first result of an ongoing research (GINI project), studies through a quantitative 
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analysis at micro-scale (the pieve of San Giovanni in Petroio in Mugello) in 1427-1512 the 
relation between the growing economic inequality of the Florentine rural society and its specific 
social-agro system. This system was based on a class of city-dwellers landowners and on a peculiar 
share-cropping system, the mezzadria. The paper, focusing on the mechanisms of wealth 
redistribution of this system, suggests its role whether in maintaining and increasing  the long-run 
the concentration of land property, and providing for, at the same time, the poorest social layers of 
rural population at subsistence level. The outcome, as observed in this specific case-study, will be 
two-edged: on one side, an impoverished community, depopulated by migration, while, on the other, 
an increase in absolute and relative value of the mezzadria landholding of city-dwellers and 
religious institutions. 
 
ISABELLE DEVOS, THIJS LAMBRECHT, ANNE WINTER, Welfare and demography in 
the time of Malthus. Regional and local variations in poor relief and population 
developments in Flanders, c. 1750-1810 
 
Poor relief has often been attributed a dynamic role in early modern economic and 
demographic change, from easing transitions to wage labour and thereby 
encouraging economic growth and industrialization, to mitigating the effects of 
high mortality, or conversely, stimulating high levels of fertility. Recent historical 
research, however, is more sceptical about these Malthusian claims. To this date, 
the mechanisms between economic inequality, welfare spending and demographic 
behaviour have hardly been investigated for areas outside England.  
Flanders represents a particularly interesting region for research that aims to 
investigate the development of socio-economic inequalities at the local and regional 
level. Not only because of the existence of distinct socio-economic structures 
within Flanders, but also due to the uniform presence of local poor relief 
institutions and general rules on entitlement. At the same time, the dissimilar 
income structure of local poor tables, based on past and present charitable 
donations rather than taxation, implied a high degree of inelasticity in times of 
dearth and could imply great local differences in poor relief practices from one 
parish to the next. However, the relationship between and effects of structural 
socio-economic characteristics on the one hand and micro-level variations on the 
other hand remain unclear. The data collected by the STREAM project 
(streamproject.ugent.be) together with its tailored geographical information system 
(GIS) allow us to explore these relationships for the rural parishes of early modern 
Flanders. In this chapter we examine spatial patterns in poor relief and 
demographic behaviour and how these were interrelated.  
 
In letteratura si è spesso attribuito ai sistemi assistenziale rivolti alle fasce più povere della 
popolazione un ruolo dinamico nelle trasformazioni economiche e demografiche dell’Età moderna, 
dal facilitare la transizione verso il lavoro salariato e di conseguenza favorire lo sviluppo economico 
e l’industrializzazione, al mitigare gli effetti di un alto tasso di mortalità o, al contrario, sostenere 
livelli di natalità più alti. Recenti ricerche, comunque, si sono dimostrate assai più scettiche rispetto 
all’ipotesi maltusiana dietro questi assunti storiografici. A tutt’oggi, inoltre, l’indagine sulla 
relazione fra diseguaglianza economica, spesa in welfare e strutture demografiche si è 
prevalentemente concentrata sull’Inghilterra, tralasciando altre regioni europee. 
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Le Fiandre rappresentano un caso di rilievo per studiare lo sviluppo delle diseguaglianze a livello 
locale e regionale, non solo per la presenza di differenti strutture economiche e sociali all’interno 
della regione, ma anche per l’uniformità nella diffusione degli strumenti di welfare e di assistenza e 
per la presenza di norme generali per regolarne l’accesso. Allo stesso tempo, le differenze nelle 
entrate delle istituzioni locali incaricate dei sussidi ai bisognosi, basate prevalentemente sulle 
donazioni passate e su quelle correnti piuttosto che sulla tassazione, rendevano tali enti poco 
flessibili nel rispondere a periodi di crisi o carestia. Rischiavano inoltre di generare profonde 
differenze a livello locale, tra una parrocchia e l’altra, nell’assistenza degli strati sociali più 
bisognosi. In tale contesto, la relazione fra strutture socio-economiche ed i loro effetti da un lato, e le 
variazioni a livello locale dall’altro, restano ancora poco conosciute. I dati raccolti dal progetto 
STREAM (streamproject.ugent.be) e georeferenziati in ambiente GIS, consentono di analizzare 
questa relazione per le parrocchie rurali delle Fiandre di età moderna. Il testo che segue intende 
esaminare a livello spaziale la distribuzione degli strumenti di lotta alla povertà e le strutture 
demografiche, così come la loro interrelazione. 
 
MATTEO DI TULLIO, Dinamiche della disuguaglianza economica nella Repubblica 
di Venezia: fonti e metodi d’indagine a partire dal caso padovano 
 
Il saggio propone un’analisi delle fonti e dei metodi utili alla ricostruzione delle 
tendenze di fondo della disuguaglianza economica nella terraferma veneta, 
soffermandosi in particolare sul caso di Padova e del suo contado.  
Gli estimi padovani sono piuttosto unici nel panorama italiano, giacché sono stati 
prodotti secondo uno standard comune a tutto il territorio e per tutti i corpi fiscali 
presenti. Dal Medioevo e fino al tramonto dell’antico regime, infatti, sono stati 
redatti sistematicamente secondo le norme redatte dagli officiali cittadini, 
includendo tutte le comunità del contado e registrando, separatamente ma con i 
medesimi criteri, le possessioni dei cosiddetti Veneti (i veneziani che possedevano 
terre nel contado di Padova), del Clero e persino degli esenti. I registri relativi ai vari 
corpi fiscali sono ancora quasi tutti conservati presso l’Archivio di Stato di Padova 
e permettono di coprire un arco cronologico piuttosto ampio (sedicesimo-
diciottesimo secolo).  
Dopo aver tracciato sommariamente l’evoluzione del sistema amministrativo e 
fiscale della Repubblica di Venezia, nel saggio si presentano le principali 
caratteristiche delle fonti estimativo-catastali prodotte in area padovana e si 
propone una sintetica analisi delle dinamiche della disuguaglianza economica in 
questa provincia. 
Questo saggio utilizza, per la massima parte, dati che sono frutto di nuove ricerche 
d'archivio e raccolti nell’ambito dei progetti EINITE-Economic Inequality across 
Italy and Europe, 1300-1800 e SMITE-Social Mobility and Inequality across Italy 
and Europe, 1300-1800, finanziati dallo European Research Council e volti ad 
indagare i trend di lungo periodo della disuguaglianza economica e la loro relazione 
con le dinamiche della mobilità sociale in Italia e in Europa.  
 
This paper presents an analysis of the available primary sources and the existing methods to 
reconstruct the tendencies of the economic inequality in the Venetian Mainland, focusing on the 
case of Padua and its province, the so called contado. 
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The tax-land registers of Padua (namely the estimi) are rather unique in the Italian context, 
because they were compiled following a common standard imposed by the town’s officials for the 
whole territory and each fiscal body, including the Veneti (i.e. the cives of Venice which owned 
lands in the Padovano), the Clergy and the exempts. The large part of these estimi are still 
preserved in the Archivio di Stato of Padua, giving the opportunity to cover a rather long period of 
time (sixteenth-eighteenth century). 
After presenting briefly the evolution of the administrative and fiscal system of the Republic of 
Venice, this paper analyses the main characteristics of the fiscal primary sources produced in the 
Padovano and proposes a synthetic analysis of the economic inequality trends in this province. 
This paper uses mainly new archival data collected in the framework of the projects EINITE-
Economic Inequality across Italy and Europe, 1300-1800 e SMITE-Social Mobility and 
Inequality across Italy and Europe, 1300-1800, founded by the European Research Council and 
devoted to the analysis of the long-term tendencies of the economic inequality and their relationship 
with the social mobility in Italy and Europe. 
 
STEF ESPEEL, SAM GEENS, Feeding inequalities: the role of economic inequalities  
and the urban market in late medieval food security. The case of fourteenth-century 
Ghent 
 
Although the Food and Agricultural Organization (FAO) revised their theoretical 
model of food security for over two decades ago, historians have been slow in 
adopting these new insights to study pre-modern societies. Showcasing the 
potential of the holistic approach proposed by the FAO, this paper analyses the 
evolution of food security in the calamitous fourteenth century in Ghent, one the 
most populated cities at that time. In the long-term, access to food seem to have 
bettered during the second half of the century thanks to increased wages, wealth 
and investments into farmland. While these gains can partly be linked to 
demographic evolutions, we found no evidence of an often-hypothesized 
Malthusian ceiling before the Black Death. Both skilled and unskilled workers 
probably earned enough income to feed their households in most years. In the 
short-term, several episodes of hardship are identified on a monthly basis and 
explained through the interaction between warfare and the market. Especially the 
trade embargoes during the Hundred Years’ Wars (1340s) and the devastation of 
the countryside during the Ghent War (1379-85) negatively impacted access to 
food. Socially, economic inequality played a major role in determining one’s food 
security. Wealth provided an important buffer in times of need. During the second 
half of the century, the middle class was the clear winner, much at the cost of the 
lower classes and the elite. The declining textile industry probably pushed many of 
the unskilled workers into poverty. Aside from the total value of assets, the 
composition of wealth was equally important. Food producing assets, such as mills 
or bakeries, were concentrated in the hands of the rich. After the Ghent War, 
middle classes invested their increased wealth in farmland, providing them direct 
access to food. 
 
Bien que l’Organisation des Nations Unies pour l’Alimentation et l’Agriculture (ONUAA) ait 
revu son modèle théorique de sécurité alimentaire il y a plus de deux décennies, les historiens ont 
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Le Fiandre rappresentano un caso di rilievo per studiare lo sviluppo delle diseguaglianze a livello 
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MATTEO DI TULLIO, Dinamiche della disuguaglianza economica nella Repubblica 
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con le dinamiche della mobilità sociale in Italia e in Europa.  
 
This paper presents an analysis of the available primary sources and the existing methods to 
reconstruct the tendencies of the economic inequality in the Venetian Mainland, focusing on the 
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tardé à adopter ces nouvelles connaissances pour étudier les sociétés prémodernes. La présente étude 
illustre le potentiel de l'approche holistique proposée par l’ONUAA au moyen d’une analyse de la 
sécurité alimentaire au XIVe siècle à Gand, l'une des villes les plus peuplées de cette époque. 
Concernant le temps conjoncturels, l'accès à la nourriture s’est amélioré au cours de la seconde 
moitié du siècle grâce à l'augmentation des salaires, de la richesse et des investissements dans les 
terres agricoles. Bien que ces profits puissent être expliqués en partie par des évolutions 
démographiques, nous n’avons trouvé aucune preuve d’un plafond Malthusien qui est souvent 
hypothétisé pour la période avant la peste noire. Les travailleurs qualifiés et non qualifiés 
gagnaient probablement assez pour nourrir leur ménage la plupart des années. Concernant le temps 
évènementiel, nous avons identifié plusieurs épisodes de difficultés. Nous les expliquons par 
l’interaction entre la guerre et le marché. Les embargos commerciaux pendant la guerre de Cent 
Ans (années 1340) et la dévastation de la campagne pendant la révolte de Gand (1379-85) ont 
eu un impact négatif sur l’accès à la nourriture. Concernant les différences sociales, les inégalités 
économiques jouent un rôle majeur dans la détermination de la sécurité alimentaire. La richesse 
constituait une réserve importante en cas de besoin. Pendant la seconde moitié du siècle, la classe 
moyenne a réussi d’accroître ses richesses aux dépens des fortunes des classes inférieures et des élites. 
Beaucoup de travailleurs non qualifiés sont probablement tombés dans la pauvreté en conséquence 
du déclin de l'industrie textile. Outre la valeur, la composition de la richesse était tout aussi 
importante. Les actifs de production alimentaire, comme les moulins ou les boulangeries, étaient 
concentrés entre les mains des riches. Après la révolte de Gand, les classes moyennes ont investi 
leurs richesses accrues dans des terres agricoles qui leur fournit un accès direct à la nourriture. 
 
ANTONI FURIÓ, PAU VICIANO, LUIS ALMENAR, LLEDÓ RUIZ DOMINGO, 
GUILLEM CHISMOL, Measuring economic inequality in Southern Europe: the 
Iberian Peninsula in the 14th-17th centuries 
 
This work explores the inequality of wealth in Spain during the late Middle 
Ages from six cities located in the kingdoms of Castile (Seville) and the 
Crown of Aragon (Barcelona, Valencia, Mallorca, Castelló and Valls), 
through tax sources that inform about the wealth of each taxpayer. These 
records provide very precise data on the wealth distribution that allow us to 
study inequality in an aggregate manner for the same city and, at the same 
time, perform sectoral analyses according to gender, different socio-
professional groups and urban districts. The Gini coefficient is the indicator 
used to measure these different levels of inequality, but beyond the global 
figures, this study is combined with the analysis of the deciles, a more subtle 
indicator that allows us to assess the importance of the intermediate sectors. 
The results obtained show that, from the fourteenth century, despite the 
original characteristics of Iberian history, the levels of inequality in Spanish 
cities are similar to those of northern Europe and Italy. The influence of the 
demographic decrease in the moderation of inequality is a fact that, likewise, 
is confirmed. However, sectoral analyses highlight complementary factors 
that nuance aggregate data. Thus, the more rural character of a population 
tended to limit inequality, while in fully urban centres the effects of the mar-
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ket and political control by the elites increased economic inequality. In this 
sense, sectoral analyses identify significant trends –by gender, socio-
professional group or neighbourhoods– that may be hidden behind figures 
of aggregate indices. These sectoral nuances and the contextualization of in-
equality and its evolution in its historical context allow us to understand the 
nature of the phenomenon in its whole complexity 
 
Este trabajo explora la desigualdad de la riqueza en España durante la baja Edad Me-
dia a partir de seis ciudades situadas en los reinos de Castilla (Sevilla) y de la Corona de 
Aragón (Barcelona, Valencia, Mallorca, Castellón y Valls), mediante fuentes fiscales que 
informan sobre la riqueza de cada contribuyente. Estos registros aportan datos muy preci-
sos sobre la distribución de la riqueza que permiten estudiar la desigualdad de manera 
agregada para una misma ciudad y, al mismo tiempo, realizar análisis sectoriales según el 
género, los diferentes grupos socio-profesionales y los distritos urbanos. El coeficiente de 
Gini constituye el indicador utilizado para medir estos diferentes niveles de desigualdad, 
pero más allá de las cifras globales, este estudio se combina con el análisis de los deciles, un 
indicador más sutil, que permite valorar la importancia de los sectores intermedios. Los 
resultados obtenidos muestran que, a partir del siglo XIV, a pesar de los caracteres origi-
nales de la historia ibérica, los niveles de desigualdad en las ciudades hispánicas eren simi-
lares a los del norte de Europa y de Italia. La influencia del retroceso demográfico en la 
moderación de la desigualdad es un hecho que, así mismo, se confirma. Pero los análisis 
sectoriales ponen de relieve factores complementarios que matizan los datos agregados. Así, 
el carácter más rural de una población tendía a limitar la desigualdad, mientras que en los 
centros plenamente urbanos los efectos del mercado y del control político por las elites 
agudizaban la desigualdad económica. En este sentido, los análisis sectoriales identifican 
tendencias significativas –por género, grupo socio-profesional o barrios– que pueden quedar 
ocultas tras cifras de los índices agregados. Estos matices sectoriales y la contextualización 
de la desigualdad y de su evolución en su contexto histórico permiten comprender la natu-
raleza del fenómeno en su entera complejidad. 

 
HÉCTOR GARCÍA-MONTERO, Wealth inequality in Catalonia, 1400-1800. Sources, 
data and a case study 
 
This work is part of the research carried out within the EINITE and SMITE 
projects for the case of Catalonia. In this chapter, firstly, a brief state of the art of 
research carried out in recent years on the evolution of economic inequality in the 
pre-industrial world is traced. Subsequently, through the previously existing 
literature and the study of the empirical evidence compiled for this work, the 
characteristics of the fiscal sources available for some Catalan localities, i.e. the 
books of estimes, vàlues or manifests, and the sample of localities studied in the 
EINITE/SMITE projects are described in detail. These sources, censuses with fire-
level assessments of real estate wealth (and sometimes movable wealth) owned and 
located in each locality, allow in some cases to trace the evolution of wealth 
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inequality with some regularity from the second half of the fourteenth century to 
the eighteenth century. The second part of the work focuses on the analysis of a 
case study, the town of Balaguer. The data available for this locality makes it 
possible to trace the trend followed by wealth inequality from 1400-1750 ca. The 
preliminary findings for Balaguer match quite well with the main stylized facts 
suggested by the literature. Namely, a trend towards a secular increase of inequality 
and the importance of the patterns followed by the share of wealth owned by the 
richest (1% to 10%) as good predictors of economic inequality trends. 
 
Este trabajo se enmarca en la investigación llevada a cabo en el seno de los proyectos EINITE y 
SMITE para el caso de Cataluña. En este capítulo, en primer lugar, se traza un breve estado de 
la cuestión de la investigación llevada a cabo en los últimos años sobre la evolución de la 
desigualdad económica en el mundo preindustrial. Posteriormente, a partir de la literatura 
existente y del estudio de la evidencia empírica recopilada para este trabajo, se describen en detalle 
las características de las fuentes fiscales disponibles para algunas localidades catalanas, los libros de 
estimes, vàlues o manifests, y de la muestra de localidades estudiadas en los proyectos EINITE y 
SMITE. Dichas fuentes, censos con evaluaciones a nivel de fuego de la riqueza inmueble (y en 
ocasiones mueble) poseída y situada en cada localidad, permiten en algunos casos trazar la 
evolución de la desigualdad en la riqueza con cierta regularidad desde la segunda mitad del siglo 
XIV hasta el siglo XVIII. La segunda parte del trabajo se centra en el análisis de un caso de 
estudio, la localidad de Balaguer. La documentación disponible para dicha localidad permite 
trazar la tendencia seguida en el largo plazo por la desigualdad en la riqueza, aproximadamente 
entre 1400 y 1750. Los resultados muestran cierta coherencia con algunos de los principales 
resultados obtenidos en la literatura internacional: una tendencia al incremento secular de la 
desigualdad y la importancia de la dinámica seguida por las cuotas de la riqueza poseídas por los 
más ricos (entre el 1% y el 10%) como predictores de las tendencias generales seguidas por la 
desigualdad económica. 
 
THIJS LAMBRECHT, WOUTER RYCKBOSCH, Economic inequality in the rural 
Southern Low Countries during the fifteenth century: sources, data and reflection 
 
Recent historiography on the economic history of pre-industrial Europe has 
produced a wave of new empirical data on the distribution of wealth and income. 
Data on Italy and the Low Countries in particular shows that economic inequality 
tended to rise continuously after the Black Death. At present, our knowledge about 
economic inequality in the past is largely based on longitudinal data on wealth and 
income distributions in urban settlements. Although the aggregation of long-term 
urban data series has been instrumental in exposing the dynamics and timing of 
changes in economic inequality, existing research also suffers from a number of 
shortcomings. In particular, rural regions and settlements are underrepresented in 
present research. Also, little attention has been paid to regional and local 
differences in economic inequality. This chapter seeks to explore local and regional 
variation in levels of inequality in different types of rural localities and regions 
within the late medieval County of Flanders. We focus in particular on the fifteenth 
century, which was a turning point in the history of pre-industrial inequality, and 
continues to be the subject of debate on the prevailing levels of inequality in this 
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period. Our research indicates that fiscal sources for the County of Flanders can 
produce reliable data on the distribution of income during the late medieval period. 
The analysis of these data shows that important local and regional differences can 
be observed in the distribution of rural income. To a large extent, these local 
variations can be explained by differences in access to local economic resources. 
Our results, however, also indicate that substantial regional differences in access to 
rural resources can produce similar income distributions. 
 
Recenti ricerche di storia economica hanno prodotto nuovi dati empirici sulla distribuzione della 
ricchezza e dei redditi nell’Europa pre-industriale. In particolare, i dati per l’Italia e i Paesi Bassi 
mostrano come la diseguaglianza economica tenda a crescere costantemente dopo la Peste Nera. Al 
momento, la conoscenza della distribuzione di ricchezza e redditi nel passato è basata 
prevalentemente sui dati noti per i centri urbani, osservati nella lunga durata. La ricerca attuale, 
sebbene abbia beneficiato largamente della costruzione di queste serie aggregate per osservare le 
dinamiche e la cronologia del variare della disuguaglianza economica, non è comunque esente da 
alcune criticità. In particolare, sono state assai poco studiate le aree e gli insediamenti rurali, 
mentre scarsa attenzione è stata data alle differenze nelle disuguaglianze economiche a livello 
regionale e locale. Questo saggio intende analizzare le variazioni a livello regionale e locale nelle 
disuguaglianze economiche, studiando diverse tipologie di aree ed insediamenti rurali all’interno 
della Contea di Fiandra alla fine del medioevo. In particolare, la ricerca si concentra sul XV 
secolo, un punto di svolta nella storia della diseguaglianza pre-industriale tutt’ora oggetto di 
dibattiti e ricerche sui livelli di disuguaglianza in esso prevalenti. Lo studio delle fonti fiscali della 
Contea di Fiandra per questo periodo ha permesso di contribuire a tale discussione con nuovi dati, 
la cui analisi dimostra la rilevanza delle differenze osservabili a livello locale e regionale nella 
distribuzione dei redditi in ambito rurale. In gran parte, tali variazioni a livello locale possono 
essere spiegate dalle differenze nelle modalità di accesso alle risorse economiche locali. Allo stesso 
tempo, la nostra analisi mostra come differenze sostanziali nell’accesso alla terra e alle altre risorse 
naturali possano anche generare distribuzioni dei redditi similari. 
 
CLAUDIO LORENZINI, Montagne diseguali? Il ruolo regolatore delle risorse 
collettive nella montagna friulana, secoli XVII-XVIII 
 
Fra gli elementi strutturali che distinguevano le comunità alpine da quelle di pianura 
c’era la specularità dei loro caratteri paesaggistici: grandi estensioni collettive 
(boschi e pascoli) ed esigui spazi privati per le coltivazioni; terra vasta e fertile, 
prerogativa di gruppi ristretti (nobili, ecclesiastici) e spazi collettivi (pascoli) esigui. 
È su questa base che si è sostenuta la ‘naturale’ uguaglianza delle comunità alpine. 
Studi recenti hanno invece dimostrato anche per questi contesti una polarizzazione 
della proprietà della terra, specie dove l’emigrazione temporanea degli uomini 
costituiva uno dei fondamenti dell’economia. Anche per la Carnia si po’ osservare 
tutto ciò, soprattutto durante la seconda metà del XVIII secolo. Tuttavia, 
l’andamento dell’indice di Gini ottenuto dagli estimi, qui esaminato, si attesta 
sempre su valori inferiori a quelli registrati nella Terraferma veneta. Inoltre, i 
proventi derivanti dai beni collettivi, andavano a beneficio di ciascuna famiglia della 
comunità, contribuendo a contenere la disuguaglianza. 
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inequality with some regularity from the second half of the fourteenth century to 
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THIJS LAMBRECHT, WOUTER RYCKBOSCH, Economic inequality in the rural 
Southern Low Countries during the fifteenth century: sources, data and reflection 
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Among the structural elements characterizing the Alpine communities in comparison to those in 
the plains was the specularity of their landscapes: large collective areas (woods and pastures) and 
scarce space for farming; extensive and fertile land, prerogative of selected groups (noblemen, 
clergymen), and limited collective spaces (pastures). It is on this basis that the argument was made 
of the ‘natural’ equality of Alpine communities. 
Recent studies have instead demonstrated also in these contexts a polarization of land, especially 
where the temporary migration of men represented one of the foundations of the economy. This is 
applicable also to the Carnia region, in particular during the second half of the 18th century. 
However, the trend of Gini index stemming from estimation, here examined, always settles on 
lower values than those recorded in the Venetian mainland. Furthermore, the income deriving from 
collective goods benefited each family in the community, thus contributing to containing inequality. 
 
JORDI MORELLÓ BAGET, PERE ORTI GOST, ALBERT REIXACH SALA, PERE 
VERDÉS PIJUAN, A study of economic inequality in the light of fiscal sources: the 
case of Catalonia (14th-18th  centuries) 
 
This essay aims to present the first results of an ongoing research project devoted 
to study the evolution of the economic inequality in Catalonia based on different 
documentary sources and parameters. Here we focus on the strengths and limits of 
the rich fiscal sources preserved between the 14th and 18th century allowing us an 
analysis of inequality. Concretely, we would like to discuss three fundamental 
circumstances: firstly, the diversity of origins and types of sources available in 
Catalan archives for this purpose; the great volume of registers preserved and the 
large and coherent sample that they can provide for several estimations; and last but 
not least, the cautions needed when employing these documents for statistical 
calculations since they arise from a complex evolution of different types of taxes 
along Catalonia. Finally, we intend to draw attention to the problems that can 
derive from an uncritical use of the sources generated by taxes on wealth and, 
therefore, the need for comparisons between their information and parameters 
obtained through other sources like, for instance, notarial or ecclesiastical records. 
This study is limited to the period before 1716 because we do not consider totally 
reliable connecting data from taxes before this moment, essentially focused on 
immovable wealth, with those from the Cadastre, which was levied on a wide range 
of incomes. 
 
El objetivo general de este estudio es dar a conocer los primeros resultados de un proyecto de 
investigación cuyo propósito es estudiar la evolución de la desigualdad económica en Cataluña a 
partir de distintos tipos de fuentes documentales e indicadores económicos. En este caso nos 
centramos en el análisis del alcance y los límites que tienen las ricas fuentes fiscales conservadas 
entre los siglos XIV y XVIII para el estudio de la desigualdad. Concretamente, nos interesa 
reflexionar sobre tres circunstancias fundamentales: en primer lugar, el origen diverso y la variada 
tipología de fuentes disponibles en los archivos catalanes para el estudio del tema; en segundo lugar, 
la magnitud de los fondos conservados y la posibilidad que existe de elaborar una muestra amplia 
y coherente para el cálculo de índices diversos; y, en tercer lugar, las precauciones que deben tomarse 
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a la hora de estudiar esta documentación y realizar cálculos estadísticos, habida cuenta de la 
compleja evolución experimentada por los distintos tipos de tributos en los diversos lugares de 
Cataluña. En última instancia, queremos llamar la atención sobre los problemas que puede 
plantear un uso acrítico de las fuentes generadas por el impuesto sobre la riqueza, y la consiguiente 
necesidad de contrastar la información que nos proporcionan con otros indicadores que podemos 
hallar en otros fondos documentales como los notariales o eclesiásticos, por ejemplo. El estudio se 
detiene en 1716 porque no consideramos conveniente comparar los datos que nos ofrece el impuesto 
anterior a esta fecha, que gravaba fundamentalmente la riqueza inmueble, con los del catastro 
posterior, que gravaba todo tipo de rentas. 
 
ESTEBAN NICOLINI, FERNANDO RAMOS-PALENCIA, Inequality in Early Modern 
Spain: New evidence from the Ensenada Cadastre in Castile, c. 1750 
 
This chapter addresses income inequality by offering new evidence based on the 
Ensenada Cadastre, a unique database on Castilian households circa 1750. We 
describe and analyze these data, which consist of more than 27,000 observations 
concerning nearly 109,000 inhabitants. The Ensenada Cadastre incorporates two 
main sources: the Respuestas Generales, survey responses that yield aggregated 
information on the sociodemographic and economic structure of  towns and cities; 
and the Respuestas Particulares, in which each household head enumerated his 
properties, declared his occupation and income sources, and stated his name, age, 
place of residence, civil status, and family composition. This cadastre reports 
household income as the sum of income from labor, urban and rural real estate 
(houses, buildings, and land), livestock, and interest earned on mortgages or other 
financial assets. We find that inequality in 18th-century Spain was substantial, 
especially in urban and/or highly populated areas. There was also a positive – but 
somewhat weaker – relationship not only between inequality and per capita income 
but also between inequality and poverty. We posit that extreme economic inequality 
was likely responsible for numerous episodes of social conflict. Finally, the extent 
of formalized charity and social spending was less than in other Western European 
regions. 
 
Gracias el Catastro de Ensenada se ha recopilado información perteneciente a más de 27,000 
hogares (aproximadamente 109,000 habitantes) de la antigua Corona de Castilla, lo cual nos 
permite avanzar en el estudio sobre la desigualdad económica en las sociedades preindustriales del 
siglo XVIII. El Catastro de Ensenada contiene las denominadas (i) Respuestas Generales que 
describen las características demográficas y socio-económicas de cada municipio; y, (ii) las 
Respuestas Particulares, que son las declaraciones individuales de los/las cabeza de familia sobre 
su profesión, lugar de residencia, edad, estado civil, composición del hogar y todas las fuentes de 
ingresos (laborales y no laborales). Para analizar la desigualdad se han computado los ingresos 
anuales, los cuales vienen dados por la suma de las rentas laborales y los rendimientos atribuibles a 
bienes raíces urbanos y rurales -casas, edificios y terrenos), ganado y los intereses derivados de 
hipotecas o cualquier activo financiero. Los resultados muestran unos niveles de desigualdad 
importantes, especialmente en las ciudades o en los núcleos con mayor población. Asimismo, 
aunque menos acusada, se aprecia una relación positiva entre desigualdad e ingreso per cápita y 



ABSTRACT 

 

468

Among the structural elements characterizing the Alpine communities in comparison to those in 
the plains was the specularity of their landscapes: large collective areas (woods and pastures) and 
scarce space for farming; extensive and fertile land, prerogative of selected groups (noblemen, 
clergymen), and limited collective spaces (pastures). It is on this basis that the argument was made 
of the ‘natural’ equality of Alpine communities. 
Recent studies have instead demonstrated also in these contexts a polarization of land, especially 
where the temporary migration of men represented one of the foundations of the economy. This is 
applicable also to the Carnia region, in particular during the second half of the 18th century. 
However, the trend of Gini index stemming from estimation, here examined, always settles on 
lower values than those recorded in the Venetian mainland. Furthermore, the income deriving from 
collective goods benefited each family in the community, thus contributing to containing inequality. 
 
JORDI MORELLÓ BAGET, PERE ORTI GOST, ALBERT REIXACH SALA, PERE 
VERDÉS PIJUAN, A study of economic inequality in the light of fiscal sources: the 
case of Catalonia (14th-18th  centuries) 
 
This essay aims to present the first results of an ongoing research project devoted 
to study the evolution of the economic inequality in Catalonia based on different 
documentary sources and parameters. Here we focus on the strengths and limits of 
the rich fiscal sources preserved between the 14th and 18th century allowing us an 
analysis of inequality. Concretely, we would like to discuss three fundamental 
circumstances: firstly, the diversity of origins and types of sources available in 
Catalan archives for this purpose; the great volume of registers preserved and the 
large and coherent sample that they can provide for several estimations; and last but 
not least, the cautions needed when employing these documents for statistical 
calculations since they arise from a complex evolution of different types of taxes 
along Catalonia. Finally, we intend to draw attention to the problems that can 
derive from an uncritical use of the sources generated by taxes on wealth and, 
therefore, the need for comparisons between their information and parameters 
obtained through other sources like, for instance, notarial or ecclesiastical records. 
This study is limited to the period before 1716 because we do not consider totally 
reliable connecting data from taxes before this moment, essentially focused on 
immovable wealth, with those from the Cadastre, which was levied on a wide range 
of incomes. 
 
El objetivo general de este estudio es dar a conocer los primeros resultados de un proyecto de 
investigación cuyo propósito es estudiar la evolución de la desigualdad económica en Cataluña a 
partir de distintos tipos de fuentes documentales e indicadores económicos. En este caso nos 
centramos en el análisis del alcance y los límites que tienen las ricas fuentes fiscales conservadas 
entre los siglos XIV y XVIII para el estudio de la desigualdad. Concretamente, nos interesa 
reflexionar sobre tres circunstancias fundamentales: en primer lugar, el origen diverso y la variada 
tipología de fuentes disponibles en los archivos catalanes para el estudio del tema; en segundo lugar, 
la magnitud de los fondos conservados y la posibilidad que existe de elaborar una muestra amplia 
y coherente para el cálculo de índices diversos; y, en tercer lugar, las precauciones que deben tomarse 

ABSTRACT 

 

469

a la hora de estudiar esta documentación y realizar cálculos estadísticos, habida cuenta de la 
compleja evolución experimentada por los distintos tipos de tributos en los diversos lugares de 
Cataluña. En última instancia, queremos llamar la atención sobre los problemas que puede 
plantear un uso acrítico de las fuentes generadas por el impuesto sobre la riqueza, y la consiguiente 
necesidad de contrastar la información que nos proporcionan con otros indicadores que podemos 
hallar en otros fondos documentales como los notariales o eclesiásticos, por ejemplo. El estudio se 
detiene en 1716 porque no consideramos conveniente comparar los datos que nos ofrece el impuesto 
anterior a esta fecha, que gravaba fundamentalmente la riqueza inmueble, con los del catastro 
posterior, que gravaba todo tipo de rentas. 
 
ESTEBAN NICOLINI, FERNANDO RAMOS-PALENCIA, Inequality in Early Modern 
Spain: New evidence from the Ensenada Cadastre in Castile, c. 1750 
 
This chapter addresses income inequality by offering new evidence based on the 
Ensenada Cadastre, a unique database on Castilian households circa 1750. We 
describe and analyze these data, which consist of more than 27,000 observations 
concerning nearly 109,000 inhabitants. The Ensenada Cadastre incorporates two 
main sources: the Respuestas Generales, survey responses that yield aggregated 
information on the sociodemographic and economic structure of  towns and cities; 
and the Respuestas Particulares, in which each household head enumerated his 
properties, declared his occupation and income sources, and stated his name, age, 
place of residence, civil status, and family composition. This cadastre reports 
household income as the sum of income from labor, urban and rural real estate 
(houses, buildings, and land), livestock, and interest earned on mortgages or other 
financial assets. We find that inequality in 18th-century Spain was substantial, 
especially in urban and/or highly populated areas. There was also a positive – but 
somewhat weaker – relationship not only between inequality and per capita income 
but also between inequality and poverty. We posit that extreme economic inequality 
was likely responsible for numerous episodes of social conflict. Finally, the extent 
of formalized charity and social spending was less than in other Western European 
regions. 
 
Gracias el Catastro de Ensenada se ha recopilado información perteneciente a más de 27,000 
hogares (aproximadamente 109,000 habitantes) de la antigua Corona de Castilla, lo cual nos 
permite avanzar en el estudio sobre la desigualdad económica en las sociedades preindustriales del 
siglo XVIII. El Catastro de Ensenada contiene las denominadas (i) Respuestas Generales que 
describen las características demográficas y socio-económicas de cada municipio; y, (ii) las 
Respuestas Particulares, que son las declaraciones individuales de los/las cabeza de familia sobre 
su profesión, lugar de residencia, edad, estado civil, composición del hogar y todas las fuentes de 
ingresos (laborales y no laborales). Para analizar la desigualdad se han computado los ingresos 
anuales, los cuales vienen dados por la suma de las rentas laborales y los rendimientos atribuibles a 
bienes raíces urbanos y rurales -casas, edificios y terrenos), ganado y los intereses derivados de 
hipotecas o cualquier activo financiero. Los resultados muestran unos niveles de desigualdad 
importantes, especialmente en las ciudades o en los núcleos con mayor población. Asimismo, 
aunque menos acusada, se aprecia una relación positiva entre desigualdad e ingreso per cápita y 



ABSTRACT 

 

470

entre desigualdad y pobreza. Probablemente, esta elevada desigualdad fue la causante de distintos 
conflictos sociales a lo largo del siglo XVIII. Finalmente, el gasto social que dedicaron los 
ayuntamientos locales para mitigar el impacto de la desigualdad fue sensiblemente inferior al 
realizado en otras regiones de Europa occidental. 
 
ULRICH PFISTER, Economic inequality in Germany, 1500-1800 
 
The chapter reviews existing evidence regarding four aspects of economic 
inequality: relative factor rents, which relate to the factorial distribution of income 
and also underlie the so-called Williamson index (y/wus), which is correlated with 
the Gini index of household income; real inequality in terms of opposite 
movements of the price of consumer baskets consumed by different strata of 
society; the inequality of pay according to gender and skill, as well as between town 
and countryside; and wealth inequality, particularly with respect to the access to 
land. The main result is that, with given technology and agrarian institutions, there 
is a positive correlation between population and inequality. First, population growth 
increased wealth inequality via unequal inheritance among sibships and the resulting 
structural downward mobility. Consequently, by the second half of the eighteenth 
century landless and land-poor households constituted the majority of the 
population in many regions characterized by impartible inheritance. Second, given 
inelastic supply of fertile land, the land-labour ratio fluctuated inversely with 
population. An increase of the land-labour ratio raises the marginal product of land 
and lowers the marginal product of labour. Thus, demographic expansion 
improved the relative income of land-owners and depressed the one of wage 
earners. Third, and very tentatively, the effect of population growth on the relative 
income position of women and unskilled male labourers were aggravated by 
exclusionary strategies of craft guilds, particularly in the sixteenth century. Finally, 
population growth causes the price of class-specific consumer baskets to move in 
opposite directions, which increases real inequality. Through these four 
mechanisms, the massive increase in population between 1500 and 1800 raised 
inequality in the long run. Only the massive population losses in the wake of the 
Thirty Years’ War caused a temporary reversal of this long-term trend. 
 
SERGIO SARDONE, Ricchezza e proprietà in una città levantina: Bari tra Cinque e 
Settecento 
 
In questo lavoro è delineato un breve quadro descrittivo e quantitativo della 
proprietà posseduta dall’élite socioeconomica di Bari, unico dei tre attuali grandi 
centri del Mezzogiorno analizzabili per l’Età Moderna, data l’esenzione accordata a 
Napoli e Palermo come capitali dei regni di Napoli e Sicilia. L’analisi dell’apprezzo 
del 1598 e del catasto del 1753 ha permesso l’individuazione e la stima dei 
patrimoni delle famiglie più facoltose di Bari, nonché mostrare la composizione 
sociale dei suoi principali nuclei familiari. Da tale analisi è emerso anche che, nel 
corso di questo secolo e mezzo, il numero di famiglie patrizie baresi si dimezzò in 
favore di quelle che “vivevano nobilmente”, con sempre più sostanziosi patrimoni 
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al punto da sostituirsi al patriziato, tra le quali spiccano quelle di forestieri ferraresi e 
lombardi. 
 
This work offers a descriptive and quantitative picture of the property owned by the socio-economic 
elite of Bari, the only one of the three present great cities of Southern Italy analysable for the 
Modern Age, given the exemption granted to Naples and Palermo as capitals of the kingdoms of 
Naples and Sicily. The analysis on the 1598 apprezzo and the 1753 catasto has allowed to 
identify and estimate the wealth of the wealthiest families of Bari, and to show the social 
composition of its main families. From this analysis it emerged also that, during this century and a 
half, the number of patrician families in Bari halved in favor of those that “lived nobly”, with 
more substantial assets to replace the patriciate, among them those of foreigners from Ferrara and 
Lombardy. 
 
ARIE VAN STEENSEL, Measuring urban inequalities. Spatial patterns of service 
access in sixteenth-century Leiden 
 
Inequality is generally understood in economic terms and defined as a measure of 
the distribution of material resources among the individuals of a given population. 
In the case of premodern European towns, this distribution is often calculated on 
the basis of fiscal records that document estimated household wealth or house 
rental values. These tax records, however, are not preserved for all places and 
periods, and the focus on wealth and income inequality leads to a rather one-sided 
view of well-being, which also excludes the tax-exempt urban population. This 
contribution addresses these issues by developing a broader understanding of well-
being in premodern towns and by using digital methods to map social and 
economic inequalities, thereby drawing on insights from research on socio-spatial 
equity from urban studies. The key questions are how socio-economic inequality 
was reflected in the urban social topography and to what extent these spatial 
patterns reproduced inequality. Taking sixteenth-century Leiden as a case study, the 
spatial patterns of economic inequality and social segregation in this town are first 
examined. Next, the level of location-based inequality is explored by mapping and 
calculating urban spatial patterns of service accessibility. This approach allows for 
the incorporation of more diverse sources, but, above all, it can result in a better 
understanding of the causes and effects of inequalities on well-being (at a micro-
level) in premodern urban societies. 
  
 
In generale, la disuguaglianza va compresa in termini economici e definita come una misura della 
distribuzione delle risorse materiali tra gli individui appartenenti ad una popolazione. Nel caso 
delle città europee premoderne, questa distribuzione è spesso calcolata sulla base di registri fiscali, 
che stimavano la ricchezza delle famiglie o il valore dell’affitto delle proprietà. Questi documenti 
fiscali non sono però disponibili per ogni città e per ogni periodo. Inoltre, l’attenzione alla 
disuguaglianza di ricchezza e reddito ha come risultato una prospettiva unilaterale del benessere 
nelle città, che ignora anche la parte della popolazione esente da tasse. Il presente contributo 
affronta questi temi sviluppando un approccio al benessere nelle città premoderne più approfondito 
ed utilizzando metodi di ricerca digitali per mappare le disuguaglianze sociali ed economiche, 



ABSTRACT 

 

470

entre desigualdad y pobreza. Probablemente, esta elevada desigualdad fue la causante de distintos 
conflictos sociales a lo largo del siglo XVIII. Finalmente, el gasto social que dedicaron los 
ayuntamientos locales para mitigar el impacto de la desigualdad fue sensiblemente inferior al 
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ULRICH PFISTER, Economic inequality in Germany, 1500-1800 
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al punto da sostituirsi al patriziato, tra le quali spiccano quelle di forestieri ferraresi e 
lombardi. 
 
This work offers a descriptive and quantitative picture of the property owned by the socio-economic 
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attingendo così alla ricerca sull’equità socio-spaziale comune negli studi urbani. La questione 
principale è come la disuguaglianza sociale ed economica si riflettesse nella topografia sociale 
urbana e in che misura questa disuguaglianzasia stata riprodotta dai questi schemi spaziali. 
Prendendo Leida del sedicesimo secolo come caso di studio, in prima istanza saranno esaminati gli 
schemi spaziali della disuguaglianza economica e della segregazione sociale. In seguito sarà discusso 
il livello della disuguaglianza localizzata, mappando e calcolando i modelli spaziali urbani di 
accessibilità ai servizi. Questo approccio consente di incorporare un maggior numero di fonti, ma 
soprattutto può portare ad una migliore comprensione delle cause e degli effetti della disuguaglianza 
sul benessere nelle società urbane premoderne. 
 
KATARZYNA WAGNER, Wealth inequalities in cities of the Polish-Lithuanian 
Commonwealth and their  changes during the seventeenth century. Sources and 
methods of measure 
 
Tax registers are an important and still relatively unexplored source of information 
for social-historical research. In the article I will use two types of registers, i.e. 
municipal tax (szos) and records of contributions imposed by Swedish occupational 
administration for five cities (Kraków, Warsaw, Lviv, Poznan, Lublin). Both types 
of tax were imposed in a similar manner, with higher-level powers determining a 
lump sum to be paid by the entire town and municipal authorities deciding on tax 
rates. They provide information on the wealth of townsmen. Naturally, it needs to 
be remembered that those two types of tax were significantly different. The 
information included in tax registers allows us to define and analyze wealth 
inequalities in the 17th century and in the first years of the 18th century.  
I would like to determine the evolution of wealth concentration in main cities of 
the Polish-Lithuanian Commonwealth by comparing the data from different 
benchmark years. Moreover, I will analyze whether the Gini coefficient value 
indeed refers to the communities who are at a threshold of economic growth, and 
what is the correlation between the value of the coefficient and the town or city’s 
economic situation. Also, it is worthwhile to ponder the question: is there any 
correlation – noted by both Jan Luiten van Zanden and Guido Alfani – whereby 
the larger the town/city, the more visible the inequalities. Finally, how do the 
towns/cities of the Polish-Lithuanian Commonwealth compare to those in Western 
Europe. 
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and its cultural legitimacy can facilitate the understanding 
of the mechanisms that lead to inequality and its effects.
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