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SYMPOSIUM 
AGRARIAN CLASS STRUCTURE AND 

ECONOMIC DEVELOPMENT IN 
PRE-INDUSTRIAL EUROPE 

Infourearlierissuesofthe>Zournal,number78torFebruaryI978,number 

79 for May I9 78, number 80 for August I978 and number 85 for Novem- 
ber I979, we published seven contrzbutions to a Symposium on the im- 
portant article in issue number 70 by Robert Brenner on "Agranan Class 
Structure and Economic Development in Pre-Industnal Europe". We are 
now pleased to publish a Rejoinder by Professor Brenner. 

THE AGRARIAN ROOTS OF EUROPEAN 
CAPITALISM* 

INTRODUCTION 

IN MY ORIGINAL ARTICLE I BEGAN FROM THE IDEA THAT SOCIAL- 
property systems, once established, tend to set strict limits and im- 
pose certain overall patterns upon the course of economic evolution. 1 
They do so because they tend to restrict the economic actors to certain 
limited options, indeed quite specific strategies, in order best to re- 
produce themselves that is, to maintain themselves in their estab- 
lished socio-economic positions. On this basis I argued that the 
long-term demographic or commercial trends, which have hitherto 
formed the foci of widely accepted interpretations of long-term econ- 
omic development in pre-industrial Europe, acquired their economic 
significance for the distribution of income and the development of 
the productive forces only in connection with specific, historically 
developed systems of social-property relations and given balances of 
class forces. Under different property structures and different bal- 
ances of power, similar demographic or commercial trends, with their 
associated patterns of factor prices, presented very different oppor- 

* I am deeply indebted to Perry Anderson, Lawrence Stone and Geoffrey Symcox 
for the substantial time and effort they gave in criticizing and suggesting improvements 
on this article. I wish also to thank Josh Cohen, Jon Elster, Franklin Mendels, Jon 
Wiener and Ellen Wood for their helpful comments. 

1 R. Brenner, "Agrarian Class Structure and Economic Development in Pre-In- 
dustrial Europe", PastandPresent, no. 70 (Feb. I976), pp. 30-75. 
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tunities and dangers and thus evoked disparate responses, with di- 
verse consequences for the economy as a whole. Indeed, as I tried to 
show, under different property structures and balances of class forces 
in various European regions, precisely the same demographic and 
commercial trends yielded widely divergent economic results, not 
only with respect to long-term trends in the distribution of income, 
but to overall patterns of the development or non-development of the 
productive forces. For this reason the relatively autonomous pro- 
cesses by which class structures were established, developed and 
transformed have to be placed at the centre of any interpretation of 
the long-term evolution of the pre-industrial European economy. 

My argument thus started with the assertion that the feudal 
social-property system established certain distinctive mechanisms for 
distributing income and, in particular, certain limited methods for 
developing production, which led to economic stagnation and invo- 
lution. It did so, most crudely, because it imposed upon the members 
of the major social classes feudal lords and possessing peasants 

strategies for reproducing themselves which, when applied on an 
economy-wide basis, were incompatible with the requirements of 
growth. In particular, reproduction by the lords through surplus ex- 
traction by means of extra-economic compulsion and by peasants 
through production for subsistence precluded any widespread tend- 
encies to thorough specialization of productive units, systematic re- 
investment of surpluses, or to regular technical innovation. The 
system-wide consequence of this structure of reproduction-es- 
pecially given the tendency to long-term demographic increase - was 
a built-in secular trend towards declining productivity of labour and 
ultimately to large-scale socio-economic crisis. 

I argued, correlatively, that the original breakthrough in Europe 
to a system of more or less self-sustaining growth was dependent upon 
a two-sided development of class relations: first, the breakdown of 
systems of lordly surplus extraction by means of extra-economic com- 
pulsion (especially serfdom); secondly, the undermining of peasant 
possession or the aborting of any trend towards full peasant ownership 
of land. The consequence of this two-sided development was the rise 
of a novel social-property system, above all on the land, in which, for 
the first time, the organizers of production and the direct producers 
(sometimes the same persons) found it both necessary and possible to 
reproduce themselves through a course of economic action which 
was, on a system-wide scale, favourable to the continuing develop- 
ment of the productive forces. Because in this system the organizers 
of production and the direct producers were separated from direct, 
non-market access to their means of reproduction or subsistence (es- 
pecially from possession of the land), they had no choice, in order to 
maintain themselves, but to buy and sell on the market. This meant 
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that they were compelled to produce competitively by way of cost- 
cutting and, therefore, that they had as a rule to attempt to specialize, 
accumulate and innovate to the greatest extent possible. They were, 
on the whole, able to succeed in this because the collapse of the system 
of surplus extraction by extra-economic compulsion, in connection 
with the separation of the direct producers from their means of sub- 
sistence, freed labour power, land and the means of production to be 
combined (accumulated) in the most profitable manner. In particular, 
the rise of the landlord/capitalist tenant/wage-labourer system pro- 
vided the basis for the transformation of agriculture and, in turn, the 
breakthrough to the ongoing economic development which took place 
in early modern England. On the other hand, throughout most of the 
Continent in the same period, the perpetuation, in various forms, of 
social-property systems characterized by peasant possession and sur- 
plus extraction by extra-economic compulsion (the tax/office struc- 
ture in France, serfdom in eastern Europe), was at the root of con- 
tinuing agricultural stagnation, involution and ultimately general 

. . . . 

soclo-economlc crlsls. 

In light of the foregoing I argued finally that it is of critical im- 
portance to recognize and analyse systematically the differing long- 

term processes of class forrnation which characterized the various regions 
within feudal Europe. For, in my view, these divergent processes 
critically conditioned the different forms and outcomes of the lord- 
peasant class conflicts which were endemic to later medieval Europe 
in the wake of the generalized crises of feudal production arld seig- 
neurial revenues. It was the various property settlements which 
emerged, in different places, from the later medieval seigneurial re- 
action and the class conflicts which accompanied that reaction which 
laid the basis for the dramatic regional divergences that were to char- 
acterize Europan economic evolution in the subsequent epoch. 

The central elements of this interpretation have been called into 
question. First, my view of what might be called the internal dy- 
namics of the European feudal economy has been challenged. M. M. 
Postan and John Hatcher,2 along with Emmanuel Le Roy Ladurie,3 
have reaffirmed their population-centred interpretation of long-term 
economic development in pre-industrial Europe. Guy Bois,4 while 
critical of the demographic interpretation, has found my accounts of 
feudal economic development and class formation to be essentially 
arbitrary, especially in the absence of a fuller presentation of what he 
would term the "economic laws of motion" of feudalism-in par- 

2 M. M. Postan and J. Hatcher, "Population and Class Relations in Feudal Society", 
Past and Present, no. 78 (Feb. I978), pp. 24-37. 

3 E. Le Roy Ladurie, "A Reply to Professor Brenner", Past and Present, no. 79 
(May I978), pp- 55-9- 

4 G. Bois, "Against the Neo-Malthusian Orthodoxy", Past and Present, no. 79 (May 
I978), pp. 60-9. 
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ticular, his own organizing conception, "the falling rate of feudal 
levy". 

Secondly) doubts have been registered as to my account of the 
divergent developments, out of the later medieval crisis of seigneurial 
revenues and associated class conflicts, of different systems of prop- 
erty relations in various European regions. Heide Wundern5 as well 
as Postan and Hatcher, has challenged my explanation of why serf- 
dom arose in eastern Europe while it declined in the west. In parallel 
fashion Guy Bois and Patricia Croot and David Parker6 have ques- 
tioned my explanation of the divergent evolutions of property rela- 
tions in England and France the rise of agrarian capitalism versus 
the consolidation of peasant property in connection with absolutism. 

Finally, my view of the way in which diverse property systems, 
once installed, structured qualitatively different long-term patterns 
of economic evolution in various European regions during the early 
modern period has been sharply debated. The view I presented, that 
the imposition of serfdom had deleterious consequences for the 
long-term evolution of the east European economy, is, I believe, 
widely accepted. My argument) however, that the strengthening of 
peasant proprietorship in connection with absolutism in France was 
significantly less favourable for the development of agricultural pro- 
duction than was the rise of capitalist social-property forms in Eng- 
land has been questioned, from different angles, by Croot and Parker, 
by Le Roy Ladurie, and by Cooper.7 

In what follows, I will take up each of the foregoing objections in 
the course of presenting a more fully developed interpretation of the 
problems of European feudal evolution and of the transition to capi- 
talism. In Section I I will attempt, once again, to lay bare what I 
believe to be the faulty foundations upon which the demographic 
interpretation has been constructed. In Section II I will try to sketch 
a general approach to long-term feudal socio-economic evolution, and 
then to demonstrate that this approach can better grasp the actual 
course of medieval economic development) income distribution and 
feudal crisis in the different European regions than can either the 
demographic interpretation or Bois's "falling rate of levy" approach. 
Finally, in Section III, I will, in direct response to the criticisms that 
have been raised, lay out what I take to be the origins of the different 
property systems which emerged in different regions of Europe dur- 
ing the early modern period, and explain why these property systems 
were in fact central in determining the subsequent paths of economic 
development. 

5 H. Wllnder, C'Peasant Organization and Class Conflict in East and West Ger- 
many", Past and Present, no. 78 (Feb. I978), pp. 47-55. 

6 p. Croot and D. Parker, "Agrarian Class Structure and Economic Development", 
Past and Present, no. 78 (Feb. I978), pp. 37-47. 

' J. P. Cooper, "In Search of Agrarian Capitalism", Past and Present, no. 80 (Aug. 
I978), pp. 20-65- 
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THE DEMOGRAPHIC MODEL AND CLASS RELATIONS 
To lay the basis for Irly own argument, I offered a criticism of the dominant approaches to long-term economic trends in medieval and early modern Europe: the "demographic model", overwhelmingly predominant these days, as well as the "commercialization model'>) out of favour in recent years. To this end) pace Postan and Hatcher) I made no attempt to "minimize the role of population", nor for that matter the growth of trade) "in the promotion of economic change" . 8 My argument began from the acceptance, at least in broad outline, of the main long-term economic trends described by the demographic interpreters. Nor) of course, did I challenge the internal coherence, the logic, of the neo-Malthusian cum Ricardian models, given their highly restrictive premises. This, I should have thought, was obvious, since my explicit point of departure was precisely the two-phase "grand agrarian cycles" of non-development, bound up with demo- graphic change. Population growth, in- the face of stagnant technique, led in the "up-phase" of the cycle to increased returns to land relative to labour, increased food prices relative to manufactures, and declin- ing output per person (sometimes interpreted as the declining pro- ductivity of labour). Ultimately, ';overpopulation'' was self-correct- ing, eventuating in a reversal of the demographic trend and, in turn, a "down-phase" characterized by the opposite trends in the land/ labour ratio and in relative factor prices. This two-phase cyclical pat- tern prevailed in the economy of most of Europe in the later medieval period (IIOO-I450), and continued to predominate over large parts of it into the early modern period (I450-I700). My intention was not to deny the existence of these two-phase cycles; it was to expose the limitations of the neo-Malthusian cum Ricardian models advanced by the demographic interpreters in actually explaining the long-term patterns of income distribution, of cyclical fluctuations and of the economic non-development associated with them*9 

(I.I) DEMOGRAPHIC CHANGE AND INCOME DISTRIBUTION 
No one would deny, concerning income distribution, that in an econ- omy where the potential for increases in the productive forces is lim- ited, population growth will tend to bring about rising returns to land relative to labour and rising prices of food relative to manufactures (and vice versa). Postan and Hatcher pile fact upon fact to 4'prove" that these relationships held in medieval Europe, as if I had argued the contrary, which of course I did not. My point was that the de- 
8 Postan and Hatcher, "Population and Class Relations in Feudal Society", p. 30. 9 Brenner, "Agrarian Class Structure and Economic Development in Pre-Industrial Europe", pp. 30-42, esp. pp. 33-4, 37. 
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mographic interpreters have erred in attempting to use this model of 
demographically determined returns to factors to explain the distri- 
bution of income between classes. In order to do so they have been 
compelled to assimilate illegitimately in my view-the evolution 
of class relations to their demographic model. On the other hand, 
where they have avoided this pitfall, they have been obliged to intro- 
duce class relations in an ad hoc manner to cover trends in income 
distribution which their model cannot explain; but to do this, of 
course, is to beg the question. 

It was my argument that changes in relative factor scarcities con- 
sequent upon demographic changes exerted an effect on the distri- 
bution of income in medieval Europe only as they were, so to speak, 
refracted through the prism of changing social-property relations and 
fluctuating balances of class forces. Thus, any effect of demograph- 
ically induced changes in relative factor scarcities or prices on the 
distribution of income was obviously strictly dependent upon the 
relative amounts of land held outright by lords and by peasants. It 
was this prior allocation which determined the degree to which lords 
or peasants could potentially benefit from changes in the land/labour 
ratio. Of course, through most of the medieval epoch, much of the 
land was owned outright by neither lords nor peasants; it was "pos- 
sessed" by peasants, subject to exactions by the lords which were in 
theory fixed, but in practice often fluctuating (this was land held by 
peasants from lords in customary tenure). The effect, if any, of de- 
mographic changes on the distribution of income between lords and 
peasants holding this customary land depended entirely upon 
whether the peasants succeeded in getting the dues fixed, or on 
whether the lords retained the power to alter them. In the former 
case, the peasants could assume something akin to full property in 
the land, appropriating most of its fruits. In the latter case, the lords 
could levy a rent which might be less than, equal to, or even greater 
than the market-determined rent for the same amount of land, de- 
pending on their powers over their customary peasants and their 
desire to exercise these powers. Once again, a prior distribution 
this time of class power - structured the significance of demograph- 
ically determined market forces. 

To cope with the foregoing considerations, the demographic inter- 
preters have been more or less compelled to make surplus extraction 
or class relations a dependent variable in their population-centred 
models. In order to explain trends in income distribution in medieval 
Europe in terms of trends in population, they have been obliged to 
argue, explicitly or implicitly, that demographic developments deter- 
mined not only relative factor scarcities or prices, but also the distri- 
bution of power and property. They have asserted, as do Postan and 
Hatcher once again in their contribution, that the demographic rise 
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of the thirteenth century not only brought about high land prices 
relative to those for labour, but made for the lords' increased capacity 
to impose levies on their customary tenants (an intensification of serf- 
dom) and, more generally, for lordly prosperity in England.10 They 
have argued in turn that the medieval demographic decline deter- 
mined not only the opposite constellation of relative factor scarcities 
and prices, but also the decline of serdom in western Europe. 11 

I would simply reassert that this line of argument can be refuted 
by demonstrating, as in my original essay, that the same demographic 
trends in roughly the same period were accompanied by the.opposite 
trends in income distribution in different European regions. During 
the population upturn of the later twelfth and thirteenth centuries, 
there was in England a shift, grosso modo, favourable to the lords over 
and against the peasants; this was made possible by an interrelated 
strengthening of lordly property (stable or growing demesnes) and 
the strengthening of lordship (the lords' increased capacity to make 
arbitrary levies on customary tenures). But in France, under the same 
conditions, there was just the opposite shift in the distribution of 
income, favourable to the peasants over and against the lordsi this 
was made possible by the interrelated weakening of lordship (fixing 
of peasant dues) and of the lords' control over property (shrinking 
demesnes). During the population downturn of the later medieval 
period, there was in western Europe a shift in the long run favourable 
to the peasants over and against the lords, manifested in the decline 
of serfdom. But from the fifteenth century onwards in eastern 
Europe, especially eastern Germany, there was just the opposite 
trend. 12 

Postan and Hatcher apparently would reject not only ttie content 
of this argument, but its entire method, its "logic". They ask, rhet- 
orically: "Does Professor Brenner mean that no causal factor can be 

10 "The reason why landlords were now not only desirous to increase the weight of 
labour dues but also 'got away with it' are not difficult to guess. With the growing 
scarcity of land and with the lengthening queues of men waiting for it, the economic 
powers of the landowner over his tenants were more difficult to resist": M. M. Postan, 
"Medieval Agrarian Society in its Prime: England", in The Cambridge Economic Histoty 
of Europe, i, The Agrarian Life of the Middle Ages, 2nd edn., ed. M. M. Postan (Cam- 
bridge, I966), p. 608. Postan and Hatcher, "Population and Class Relations in Feudal 
Society", p. 32. See also n. 57 below. 

11 "In the end economic forces asserted themselves, and the lords and the employers 
found that the most effective way of retaining labour was to pay higher wages, just as 
the most effective way of retaining tenants was to lower rents and release servile 
obligations": Postan, "Medieval Agrarian Society in its Prime: England", p. 609. 

12 In view of doubts concerning the foregoing propositions, for example I. Blan- 
chard, "Review of Periodical Literature, I977", Econ. Hist. Rev., 2nd ser., xxxii 
(I979), p. I37, further evidence is given below of divergent trends in income distri- 
bution, in the face of similar demographic trends, under the impact of divergent 
evolutions of class relations and balances of class forces (England versus France, thir- 
teenth century; east versus west Europe, fifteenth century). See pp. 4I-3, 45-50, 69- 
70 below. 
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proved true unless it can be shown to produce identical results in 
totally different circumstances?". 13 But they can easily be answered 
in kind. Do Postan and Hatcher really wish to argue that an historical 
explanation can be counted adequate when the "factor" imputed to 
be "cause" (demographic increase/decline) can be shown to produce 
the opposite effects (in terms of income distribution) in very similar 
conditions? Can Postan and Hatcher deny, in particular, that the 
French and English countrysides of the later twelfth and thirteenth 
centuries are inappropriate objects for the comparative analysis which 
I suggested, when their rural structures were so very similar and when 
their evolutions were so closely intertwined? Apparently not, for in 
their contribution Postan and Hatcher (somewhat curiously, it is true) 
seek to refer me to precisely the contrast between the decline of lord- 
ship in thirteenth-century northern France and its consolidation in 
England in the same period, in the face of similar population trends, 
as one of the "better examples of the 'contradictory' processes" 
better, that is, than those I invoked.14 But, of course, this was one 
of the two main comparative examples I used! 15 Similarly, can Postan 
and Hatcher consistently assert that the west German society where 
serfdom declined and the east German society where serfdom began 
its ascent in the fifteenth century in the face of population drop-off 
are too different to be fruitfully compared? I think not. The latter 
had only recently developed as a colonial extension of the former, on 
very similar principles of socio-economic organization. As Postan 
himself asserts elsewhere, "In the early stages of German conquest 
and settlement, the societies of East and West differed in detail and 
degree rather than in substance". 16 

'3 Postan and Hatcher, "Population and Class Relations in Feudal Society", pp. 
26-7. 

4 Ibid., p. 28. 
15 Brenner, "Agrarian Class Structure and Economic Development in Pre-Industrial 

Europe"? pp. 39-40. This oversight on the part of Postan and Hatcher is especially 
strange smce elsewhere in their article they actually note that "Professor Brenner draws 
our attention to the disappearance of serfdom in Normandy and the Paris region . . . ": 
Postan and Hatcher, "Population and Class Relations in Feudal Society", p. 3I. 

16 M. M. Postan, "Economic Relations between Eastern and Western Europe", in 
G. Barraclough (ed.), Eastern and Western Europe in the Middle Ages (London, I970), 
p. I67. Postan and Hatcher seem to want further to argue that it is improper to compare 
east and west Germany from the later medieval period ("totally different situations") 
because the rise of the international grain market stimulated grain production for 
export in the east, thereby providing the incentive for the rise of serfdom: Postan and 
Hatcher, "Population and Class Relations in Feudal Society", pp. 27-8. Yet their 
argument 1S difficult to accept, for the impact of the international grain market was 
felt as profoundly in western Europe as it was in eastern Europe. It consitutes another 
point of similarity, not of difference, in the experience of the two regions, and for this 
reason cannot have accounted for their divergence. We shall have to return to this 
point in greater detail, but for the moment it is enough to quote Postan: "Eastern 
Europe diverged widely from the West in its economic and social development. It 
would have dtrerged even if it had been unaffected by trade": Postan, "Economic Relations 
between Eastern and Western Europe", p. I67 (my italics). For a siniilar statement 
see M. M. Postan, "The Chronology of Labour Services", Trans. Roy. Hist. Soc., 4th 
ser., xx (I937), pp. I92-3. See also p. 74 and nn. I34-5 below. 
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The point of these comparative analyses was not, of course, to 
challenge the fact that population growth/decline, by determining 
changes in relative factor scarcities and prices, created problems and 
opened up opportunies for lords and peasants throughout the medie- 
val period and beyond. It was to deny that such changes in supply/ 
demand forces could, in themselves, determine the resulting distri- 
bution of income. The demographic interpreters are, at times, obliged 
to grant this, if only implicitly. For they do, on occasion, refer to the 
(unexplained) development of class relations to account for trends in 
the distribution of income inexplicable in terms of trends in popu- 
lation. Indeed in their contribution Postan and Hatcher disarmingly 
assert that the demographic interpreters "have not maintained that 
a rising population invariably led to an intensification of serfdom and 
a falling population to its demise''.17 But, if not, the question nat- 
urally arises under what conditions the rise/decline of population did 
or did not so lead? Merely to ask this question is, in my opinion, to 
acknowledge that demographic forces in themselves led nowhere as 
far as the distribution of income is concerned. It is to pose the problem 
of systematically accounting for the (divergent) evolutions of agrarian 
class relations in pre-industrial Europe.18 

(I.2) THE GRAND AGRARIAN CYCLE 

The difficulties faced by the demographic interpreters in account- 
ing for their long cycles of economic stagnation are perhaps as in- 

17 Postan and Hatcher, "Population and Class Relations in Feudal Society", p. 28. 
18 In a recent article Hatcher has attributed to me a position entirely at odds with 

the one I presented in my original essay. He asserts that, in my view, the feudal lords 
could essentially determine the distribution of income, by the exercise of virtually 
unlimited powers over their peasants. But this attribution is obviously unfounded. For 
the explicit point of the comparative analyis which was at the core of my essay was that 
under similar "objective" economic conditions (demographic or commercial), either 
lords or peasants could benefit at the others' expense, depending especially upon the 
level of their class organization and power. I concluded that to understand the divergent 
evolutions of income distribution in pre-industrial Europe, it is necessary to analyse 
the historically specific processes of class formation and class conflict characteristic of 
the different regions. Compare my "Agrarian Class Structure and Economic Devel- 
opment in Pre-Industrial Europe", pp. 37-42, with John Hatcher, "English Serfdom 
and Villeinage: Towards a Reassessment", Past and Present, no. go (Feb. I98I), p. 4. 
Remarkably, in the same article Hatcher adopts several of the central arguments of 
my original essay, while implictly demolishing the position of the demographic inter- 
preters which he and Postan defended in their own contribution. Yet he makes no 
substantive reference to their contribution, let alone to the positions I actually pre- 
sented. Specifically, Hatcher concludes as I do that "For unfree medieval peasants the 
strength of custom was ranged against the rights and powers of their lords. Thus 
although economic and demographic trends and fluctuations invariably generated 
powerful forces for change, a miscellany of social, political and legal influences acted 
and reacted upon them, sometimes compounding their impact, sometimes inhibiting 
and sometimes reversing. Changes in the level of population or the supply of land could 
make labour or land more scarce or more abundant, but for tenants both in the power of their 
lords and protected by custom these changes alone did not determine the amount and type of 
rent they paid". Moreover: "We can . . . state with assurance that the outcome was 
rarely, if ever, dictated solely by market forces": ibid., pp. 36-7 (my italics). 
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tractable as those concerning the distribution of income. No one 
would deny that continuing demographic increase in the face of 
declining labour productivity sooner or later leads to an imbalance 
between population and resources ultimately to poverty, famine 
and death. "Overpopulation" leads, therefore, to a compensatory 
demographic drop-off, resulting in a reversal of the land/labour ratio 
and a new onset of demographic growth the two-phase, self-cor- 
recting cycle. There is no reason to challenge the logic of this model, 
in view of its premises. Nor is there much doubt that the two-phase 
grand agrarian cycle characterized most of western Europe in the 
medieval period and part of it during the early modern period. In 
question, however, is the adequacy of the Malthusian model to ex- 
plain the specific contours of the grand agrarian cycle. 

First, the actual appearance of "overpopulation" was strictly rela- 
tive to the distribution of income and wealth (not to mention the 
availability of uncultivated land). To the extent that the lords owned 
the land and extracted a surplus from the peasants, the so-called 
population "ceiling" was lowered in two ways: directly, as a result of 
the immediate subtraction from peasant consumption for the lords' 
unproductive use; and indirectly, as a result of the loss of potential 
funds for the increase of the peasants' forces of production through 
investment and innovation. Postan and Hatcher view such references 
to the class-relative character of the population ceiling as so much 
obfuscation, since "overpopulation" tended to occur eventually in any 
case (under medieval conditions). Nevertheless, as shall be seen, 
under different balances of power and property between lords and 
peasants in different regions, demographic growth appears to have 
led to "overpopulation" at different population densities, at different 
points in time and with different socio-economic effects.19 

Secondly, the Malthusian mechanism is supposed to have operated 
as a process of homeostatic adjustment, to bring the labouring popu- 
lation into line with the society's potential resources (given existing 
technology). But, in fact, it could not necessarily accomplish this in 
pre-industrial Europe, because production and distribution were so 
profoundly shaped by the surplus extracting relationships between 
lords and peasants. Thus the workings of the socio-economic system 
did not merely tend to match the producing population and its needs 
with the potential output; at the same time, it tended to match the 
surplus appropriated from the direct producers with the needs of the 
non-producing ruling class. All else being equal, a decline of the 
producing population in response to "overpopulation" would have 
tended to bring it into line with potential output. Nevertheless, a 
decline in the number of direct producers tended simultaneously to 

19 Postan and Hatcher, "Population and Class Relations in Feudal Society", pp. 
30-I ff. See also pp. 60-I below. 
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threaten the income of the lords; for the level of the lords' income was a function of the number of peasant producers (tenants), given a particular rate of surplus extraction. In consequence) in order to maintain or increase their income) in the face of declining population, the lords tended to be obliged to attempt to extract a greater amount from each peasant, as well as to try to take more from one another (via brigandage, warfare and the like). The result, at least in potential, might be the disruption of production and thereby the creation of conditions for further demographic decline, rather than a return to . . . 

equl 1 Drlum. 
In fact, throughout much of Europe from the middle of the four- teenth century, population drop-off failed to re-establish the condi- tions for economic revival in accord with Malthusian principles. Hit by declining incomes, the result of fewer rent-paying peasants, the lords resorted to increasing levies (through rents and taxes) and to intra-feudal warfare, in this way undermining the peasants' pro- ductive forces and causing further demographic decline ultimately a downward spiral rather than Malthusian adjustment. At least in some places, moreover, population remained at a low point for quite an extended period, long after stable economic conditions had finally been restored. It was this long-term failure of adjustment in the later medieval period which gave to Le Roy Ladurie's C'grand agrarian cycle" its dramatic contours - but which seems to place it beyond the power of the Malthusian model to explain.20 

(I.3) FROM MALTHUSIAN STAGNATION TO ECONOMIC DEVELOPMENT 
Finally, because the demographic interpreters do not root their accounts of the grand agrarian cycle in a theory of economic back- wardness and economic development, they cannot provide a satisfac- tory explanation of either the specific form of stagnation they have isolated, or the forces which made for a break beyond it to regular economic growth ongoing specialization, capital investment and technical change. They cannot, in other words, tell us why their Malthusian premise of the non-development of the productive forces essentially held true throughout a whole epoch, but then ceased to do so. This weakness is especially manifest with respect to the rising relative food prices which were characteristic of the "up phases" of the grand agrarian cycles and which offered the potential of increased "profits" to those who specialized, invested and improved. Such de- mographically inspired market incentives failed to call forth a pro- ductive response in most of Europe during the thirteenth and early 

20 See especially G. Bois, Une crise dufeodalisme (Paris, I976), passim. See also pp. 62-7 below. Le Roy Ladurie is aware of this problem and offers an explanation in terms of disease and war; see his "Reply to Professor Brenner", p. 57- E. Le Roy Ladurie, "L'histoire immobile", Annales. E. S. C., XXiX-(I974), pp. 680-6. 
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fourteenth centuries or the sixteenth and early seventeenth centuries; 
yet they do appear to have stimulated the start of an agrarian trans- 
formation in early modern England.21 What accounts for this differ- 
ence, and could it possibly be explained in demographic terms? 

Le Roy Ladurie maintains in his contribution that his demographic 
model does hold good for western Europe as a whole.22 Yet he also 
acknowledges that England did break from the Malthusian pattern 
in the early modern period. These would seem to be contradictory 
assertions. Le Roy Ladurie's explanation of this inconsistency would 
appear to be that his "homeostatic model also contains a certain uni- 
linear drift in the direction of agrarian capitalism".23 Yet he never 
specifies either the sources of this "drift" or the reasons for its uni- 
linear direction. At one point he appears to concede that the action 
of the seigneurs sometimes played an important part in creating the 
social conditions for economic development, by expelling the peas- 
ants from the land and creating large, unified farms.24 Yet, if so, this 
merely poses the problem. For throughout Europe, from the fifteenth 
century onwards, seigneurs responded to roughly similar demo- 
graphic conditions in different ways; there was no simple "unilinear 
drift" towards capitalism. In the east, they ultimately enserfed the 
peasants, setting in train a highly restricted process of "growth".25 
In France, as Le Roy Ladurie elsewhere tells us, despite the efforts 
of rural engrossers, peasant property remained largely intact; mor- 
cellement outran reassemblement;26 and meanwhile there was the de- 
velopment of absolutism. This led to a repetition of the established 
medieval pattern of declining productivity leading to population and 
production crisis. Finally, in England, direct seigneurial action to 
undermine peasant possession did pave the way for the rise of the 
familiar capitalist agrarian structure, underpinning the growth of 
agricultural productivity and overall economic development. To ob- 
serve these divergences is at once to challenge Le Roy Ladurie's 
assumption of a "unilinear drift" and to raise the question of the 
different responses by the dominant feudal classes to similar conditions 

21 See P. J. Bowden, "Agricultural Prices, Farm Profits, and Rents", in H. P. R. 
Finberg (ed.), The Agrarian History of England and Wales, iv, ISOO-I640 (Cambridge, 
I 967) 

22 Le Roy Ladurie, "Reply to Professor Brenner", p. 58. 
23 Ibid.,p. 56. 
24 Ibid., p. 59. 
2s Le Roy Ladurie denies that developments in east Europe can properly or rele- 

vantly be compared to those in the west; yet elsewhere he makes precisely this com- 
parison and for the same purpose that I do: in order to help shed light on the decline 
of serfdom and the strengthening of the peasantry in western Europe in general and 
France in particular. Compare his "Reply to Professor Brenner", p. 58, with his "Les 
masses profondes: la paysannerie", in F. Braudel and E. Labrousse (eds.), Histoire 
economzque et soczale de la France, 3 vols. (Paris, I970-7), i, pt. 2, pp. 526 ff. 

26 See E. Le Roy Ladurie, Les Paysans du Languedoc, 2 vols. (Paris, I966), p. 8, 
and passtm. 
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and problems: how to protect and improve their positions in the face 
of the later medieval demographic decline and the subsequent devel- 
opment of population, trade and industry in the early modern period. 
This is, in my view, to pose unavoidably the problem of the divergent 
tendencies of class formation within feudal Europe, and the power 
struggles which lay behind them. Yet for Le Roy Ladurie such a line 
of investigation is ruled out. "In the final perspective", he writes, 
"the system contains its own destiny; the effect of conflict is merely 
supeNcial'.27 

II 
CLASS STRUCTURE, CLASS ORGANIZATION AND FEUDAL 

DEVELOPMENT IN MEDIEVAL EUROPE 

Countering my emphasis on the way class or property relations 
shaped economic development, Le Roy Ladurie accuses me of a mis- 
leading running together of "the economic" and "the political". In 
the words of Le Roy Ladurie, in speaking of the "surplus extracting 
or ruling classes', I have adopted a "simplistic assimilation between 
power (political) and surplus value (economic)". Paradoxically, Bois, 
writing from an explicitly Marxian viewpoint, makes a somewhat 
analogous charge. Mine is a "political" and a "voluntarist" Marxism: 
a preoccupation with the vagaries of the class struggle prevents me 
from discerning the economic "law of motion" of feudal society in 
his view, "the falling rate of feudal levy" .28 Nonetheless, it is, indeed, 
central to my viewpoint that a "fusion" (to put it imprecisely) between 
"the economic" and "the political" was a distinguishing and consti- 
tutive feature of the feudal class structure and system of production. This 
was manifested in the fact that the "economic" conditions for the 
reproduction of the ruling class-the income it required to carry out 
its life activities, including the continuing subjection of the peasantry 
- depended upon a system of extraction of surplus labour from the 

direct producers which was characterized by extra-economic (ispol- 
itical") compulsion. In turn, the varying forrns of development of this 
system of surplus extractaon by extra-economic compulsion) in connection 
to and in conflict with the development of the productive forces by 
peasant possessors of the means of subsistence (land, tools and so 
forth), provide an indispensable key to the evolution of the European 
feudal economy: to its specific patterns of agricultural and demo- 
graphic development which issued in declining labour productivity; 
to its characteristic types of unproductive industrial production and 
exchange) dominated by luxury goods to fill the "political" needs of 

27 Le Roy Ladurie, "Histoire immobile", p. 689) quoted in Bois, "Against the 
Neo-Malthusian Orthodoxy" p. 6I n. 6 (my italics). 

28 Le Roy Ladurie, "Reply to Professor Brenner", p. 56; Bois, "Against the Neo- 
Malthusian Orthodoxy", p.67. 
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the lordly ruling class; and to its particular forms of crisis, manifested 
in the exhaustion of the productive forces (including the producing 
population itself), the decline of lordly revenues, and the seigneurial 
reaction as well as the ways in which the system was or was not 
superseded in different regions by different types of social-productive 
systems. 

(II . I ) FEUDAL DEVELOPMENT AND FEUDAL CRISIS: SOME GENERALIZA- 
TIONS 

(II.I.I) Peasant 4'Possession" and Surplus Extraction by Extra- 
Economic Compulsion 
In the economy which characterized most of medieval Europe, and 

much of it through the early modern period, production was, as a 
rule, carried out by peasants in 'ipossession" of the land and tools 
required to produce their subsistence. "Possession" is here marked 
off by inverted commas because the question of its changing and 
conflicted character manifested in the conditional character of feu- 
dal property lay at the heart of feudal development. Because peas- 
ants actually did hold relatively stable and relatively uncontested 
possession of their means of subsistence, their reproduction required 
no economic intervention or productive contribution by the lords. As 
a result, mere ownership of other land (demesne) by the lords was not 
sufficient for them to realize a surplus from the peasants; for the 
peasants were under no economic compulsion to work for a wage on 
the lords' land or to pay an economic rent to lease it. In order to 
secure a rent that is, to get the peasants to hand over part of their 
labour or their product the lords had to be able to exert a degree 
of control over the peasantsS persons. This was made possible by 
virtue of the lords' capacity to exercise force directly.29 

Peasant possession tended to be secured, on the one hand, through 
the growing strength of peasant communities and the peasants' op- 
portunities for mobility (especially to the extent there was free, un- 
settled land). It tended to be realized, on the other hand) as a result 
of the "divided sovereignty" which characterized lordly rule * that 
is, the autonomy and the mutual separation of the individual lord- 

29 This situation should be contrasted with that which characterizes the capitalist 
economy. Here the working class must sell their labour power to the capitalists for a 
wage in order to survive. In the process they must alienate a surplus (profit) to the 
employers) precisely because they do not possess the means of production and cannot 
therefore provide directly for their subsistence or, alternatively, produce a commodity 
for sale on the market. In turn, the capitalists may appropriate a surplus without, as 
a rule, any need for directly "political" (forceful) domination over the direct producers 
for the capitalists' monopoly of the means of production allows them to exert an 
"economic" compulsion against the workers, who are compelled to depend upon them 
to make a living. The power of the state is needed only to protect the property of the 
ruling class and enforce the contractual exchanges between capital and labour. 
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ships, their political self-sufficiency, which was the obverse side of 
their direct access to the means of coercion. Divided sovereignty, by 
making for competition among lordships and impeding collaboration, 
tended to oblige the lords to grant the peasants their plots on a more 
or less permanent basis, as an incentive to keep them on the land and 
pay their dues. Even so, by dispersing force among the individual 
lordships, divided sovereignty also tended to make it difficult for the 
peasants to secure full property, as it obliged them to put themselves 
under the "protection" of a lord precisely in order to maintain their 
land (against other lords). Thus, peasant possession was ultimately 
circumscribed by lordly power. Indeed, to the degree the individual 
lordships were able to amass force, and especially to the degree that 
the lords, as a class, were able to lessen the competition among them- 
selves and to increase their collaboration thereby overcoming the 
effects of divided sovereignty they were able to intensify their 
domination, and even threaten peasant possession. It may therefore 
be understood why the changing manner in which and degree to which 
the lords, as individuals and as a class, were able to apply power in 
the rent relationship typically expressed in the changing character 
and effectiveness of their politico-jurisdictional authority over the 
peasants was central to their formation as a ruling class and, in 
turn, profoundly marked the development of the whole system of 
production. 

It should be emphasized at once that under certain circumstances 
it did become possible for the feudal ruling classes to extract a surplus 
from the peasants without recourse to formally feudal arrangements 
based on extra-economic compulsion that is, merely on the basis 
of ownership of land, and even without a monopoly of it. Where the 
peasant class as a whole had insufficient land to guarantee it subsis- 
tence, some peasants would have no choice but to lease additional 
plots and/or hire themselves out as wage labourers to make ends meet. 
They could not avoid, in the process, alienating part of their product 
to the lord without recompense. 

This situation tended to be spontaneously produced as a result of 
the tendency to demographic growth which was characteristic of the 
European possessing peasantry) at least from the period circa I050. 

Within limits (and leaving aside, for the moment, exogenously in- 
duced mortalities, diseases and so forth), the rate of demographic 
expansion appears to have depended on the age of marriage (for fec- 
undity seems to have been, more or less, a constant). Marriage age, 
in turn, depended upon access to the means to establish a family, in 
particular access to a cultivable plot. Given, then, peasant possession 
and the associated potential for the subdivision of holdings (both of 
which could be limited to a lesser or greater degree, depending on 
the strength of lordship and the weight of lordly levies), parents could 



THE AGRARIAN ROOTS OF EUROPEAN CAPITALISM 3I 

treat their plots as the basis for the continuance of a family, and 
children could count upon receiving a holding at a relatively early 
age. There appears to have been established, in consequence, a west 
European pattern of relatively early marriage, which seems to have 
underpinned the relatively rapid medieval demographic growth rates 

and this pattern may have been slow to change even in the face of 
the declining economic opportunities which went with the extreme 
morcellement of holdings.30 The long-term tendency, therefore, ap- 
pears to have been towards "overpopulation", leading to increasing 
demand for land, creating the possibility of extracting growing rents, 
without direct resort to extra-economic pressures or controls. 

Even so, the degree to which the feudal ruling class could actually 
realize the potential in this way established for what might be termed 
"demographically conditioned" surplus extraction was strictly con- 
tingent, and could provide only an uncertain long-term basis for their 
continuing hegemony. On the one hand, the manner and the degree 
to which population growth leading to the appearance of a rural 
quasi-peasantry/quasi-proletariat would determine a change in the 
distribution of income between classes depended upon the existing 
distribution of the land the extent, relative and absolute, of the 
lords' lands (the demesnes, where they were free to charge economic 
rents) versus that of the peasants (customary land). Yet this distri- 
bution could not be assumed to favour the lords. On the other hand, 
to the extent that the lords were dependent for their income upon 
their landed property alone that is lacking extra-economic access to 
the peasants' labour or the peasants' product their ability to realize 
a rent (no matter how much demesne land they held) would tend to 
require "overpopulation". Lordly incomes would thus be subject to 
drastic threat in the event of population drop-off. Indeed, at succes- 
sive junctures in the later medieval period different sections of the 
European feudal ruling class suffered from (a) an inadequacy of land 
(demesne) to take advantage of the population increase (the twelfth 
and thirteenth centuries), and/or (b) a drop-off in population which 
made it difficult to derive an income from the land they did hold (the 
fourteenth and fifteenth centuries). These situations revealed the 
lords' ultimate dependence upon the institutions by which they could 
extract a surplus by extra-economic compulsion, and forced the lords 
to attempt, in different ways, to rebuild and/or reshape these insti- 
tutions. 

In sum, pace Le Roy Ladurie, it is imperative to "assimilate the 
economic and the political" precisely in order adequately to charac- 

30 For this interpretation of the tendency to population growth in medieval Europe 
in terms of early m?rriage age, linked to subdivision of holdings and, in turn, peasant 
possession, see Bols, Crise du feodalisme, p. 33I* C. Howell, "Stability and Change 
I300-I700: The Socio-Economic Context of the Self-Perpetuating Family Farm in 
England", T1. Peasant Studies, ii (I975). 
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terize the "surplus extracting or ruling classes" in feudal society, and 
to understand the basis of their domination. For throughout the 
medieval and into the early modern period, the existence and repro- 
duction of the feudal ruling classes depended upon "extra-economic" 
("political") arrangements by which the requisite surplus ("econ- 
omic") was extracted from the peasant producers. Initially embodied 
in jurisdictional rights over the customary tenantry which sanctioned 
the extraction of a rent, these arrangements later took the form of 
property in office which gave rights to a share in centralized exactions, 
state taxation. 

Furthermore, it is impossible to grasp the evolution of the feudal 
economy as a whole simply by means of the so-called "economic" 
formula proposed by Bois. According to this formula, the "structural 
contradiction of small-scale production and large-scale property" led 
inexorably towards the "fall in the rate of [the feudal] levy". In Bois's 
view, the very fact that the system of production was set in motion 
by small peasant possessors ("small-scale production") directly 
("economically") determined the decay of the system of surplus ex- 
traction by extra-economic compulsion ("large-scale property"). It 
did so, specifically, by determining the long-term "disintegration" of 
the lords' ability to realize returns from the "various rent-paying 
holdings within the framework of the seigneurie". Nevertheless, the 
heavily one-sided character of this formulation makes it ultimately 
misleading.3l 

In particular, as I shall try to show, just as the feudal system of 
class relations was "politically" constituted, it tended to impose an 
"extra-economic" dynamic on the course of feudal economic evol- 
ution. Naturally, what the lords could extract was limited by what 
the peasants could produce, and in this sense peasant-based pro- 
duction profoundly shaped the feudal economy, as Bois says. But the 
fact remains that the system of surplus extraction tended to develop 
according to its own logic, so to speak, and, to an important degree, 
without reference to the requirements of peasant production as a 
function, in particular, of the lords' growing needs for politically- 
motivated consumption, arising from their needs both to maintain a 
dominant position vis-a-vis the peasantry and to protect themselves 
vis-a-vis one another. If it is true that lordly surplus extraction was 
ultimately restricted by peasant-based production, it was also the case 
that the system of lordly surplus extraction could limit, even govern, 
the development of peasant production itself. As a result, feudal econ- 
omic development manifested a two-sided, conflictive interaction: 
between a developing system of production for subsistence through 
which the class of peasant possessors aimed to reproduce themselves 

31 Bois, "Against the Neo-Malthusian Orthodoxy", pp. 6I-3, esp. n. 7. For a full 
discussion of Bois's approach, see pp. 4I-5 below. 
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and provide for the continuity of their families, and a developing 
system of surplus extraction by extra-economic compulsion for 
non-productive consumption) by which the class of feudal lords 
aimed to reproduce themselves as individuals and as a ruling class. 

(II. I .2) Lords, Peasants and Declining Productivity 
I would, therefore, begin by maintaining) as against Postan and 

Hatcher who appear to deny this, that the overall class structure of 
production (property structure) based on extra-economic com- 
pulsion by feudal lords in relationship to peasant producers who pos- 
sessed their means of subsistence - was at the root of declining 
productivity and, ultimately) the forms of feudal crisis. Instead, Pos- 
tan and Hatcher assert that the causes of declining productivity are 
to be found in the "backwardness and stagnation of prevailing tech- 
nology and above all the insufficiency of manorial investment" 32 But 
this is only to pose the question which, in my view, they do not fully 
face: what accounts for these inadequacies? Postan and Hatcher at- 
tribute the lack of technological innovation to the "insufficient supply 
of technological possibilities'. But if it were true, as they say, that 
capital-using technologies capable of increasing agricultural produc- 
tivity were unavailable, then their complementary contention that 
agricultural investment was insufficient would not make sense. For) 
in that case even a low level of investment would have been sufficient 
to maintain production at the highest possible level. This is, indeed) 
the position of J. Z. Titow, who argues that lordly investment, though 
low in proportion to their total income) was adequate to the low level 
of existing technology. 33 Nevetheless, it has been convincingly shown 
by Eleanor Searle and others that technologies capable of significantly 
raising agricultural productivity by means of relatively large-scale 
investments were indeed available in medieval Europe and they 
included some of the central components of what was later to consti- 
tute the agricultural revolution of the early modern period. What is 
more, these technologies were actually used, on at least some occa- 
sions, during the thirteenth and fourteenth century, even in England. 
The question which needs to be asked, therefore, is why were they 
not more widely applied. The problem in other words was not, as 
Postan and Hatcher contend, the "insufficient supply of technological 
possibilities", but rather the feudal economy's inability to make use 
of the possibilities which existed. Given the low capacity to apply 

32 Postan and Hatcher) "Population and Class Relations in Feudal Society", p 33 
33 J. Z. Titow, English Rural Society, I200-I350 (London, I969), pp. 49-50 As 

Titow puts it, "The technical limitations of medieval husbandry seem to have imposed 
their own ceiling on what could be spent on an estate". 
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existing capital-using technologies/innovations, the low level of in- vestment in agricultural production is immediately understandable. 34 How, then, did feudal property or surplus extraction arrangements limit the capacity for the adoption of more productive methods and in this way reduce the potential for productive investment thereby turning the economy towards "extra-economic" or "political" forms of development? To begin with, they did so (like other pre-capitalist economic arrangements) by making the direct producers, both lords and peasants, independent, to an important degree, from the imper- ative to respond to market opportunities by maximizing returns from exchange. The economy thus remained "patriarchal" in its central aspects. In general, peasant producers possessed (more or less) direct, non-market access to their means of subsistence (land, tools). This meant that they were not compelled to sell on the market to acquire the means to buy what they needed to subsist and to produce. In consequence, they did not have to deploy their means of production so as to compete most effectively with other producers. They could, instead, orient production directly to reproducing their family labour force. Similarly, since the lords had immediate access to their peas- ants' surplus, thus direct access to their means of reproduction, they were under no directly economic compulsion to produce competi- tively on the market and therefore were relieved of the direct pressure to cut costs. 
This is not, of course, to deny that the development of trade created important incentives to increase output in order to increase returns from exchange so as to meet growing consumption needs; for of course it did especially for the lords, who could potentially dispose of large surpluses. Nevertheless, even to the extent that the lords did attempt to maximize production for exchange, their relations with their tenants tended to induce them to try to do so, not through the application of fixed capital and increased skill to improve labour pro- ductivity, but through the intensification of peasant labour, the in- crease of levies in money or kind on the peasant producers, or the expansion of the area of cultivation. 

Where feudal lords were able to retain significant direct, extra- economic controls over a dependent peasantry, as in early thirteenth-century England, it was only natural that in so far as they tried to increase output through increasing demesne production, they turned to intensifying villein labour. Yet, in so doing, the lords had necessarily to eschew the application of new techniques and fixed 
34 Brenner, "Agrarian Class Structure and Economic Development in Feudal Society", pp. 48-9; B. H. Slicher van Bath, The Agrarian History of Western Europe, A.D. 500-I850, trans. O. Ordish (London, I963; repr. London, I966), pp. I78-9; E. Searle, Lordship and Communi: Battle Abbey and its Banlieu, I066-I538 (Toronto, I974), pp. I47, I74-5, I83-94, 267-329. The quotation is from Postan and Hatcher, "Population and Class Relations in Feudal Society", p. 36. 
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capital. For labour by villeins, in possession of the means of subsis- 
tence, was necessarily forced labour; and such "non-dismissable" 
labour was notoriously difficult to adapt to methods of production 
requiring the careful application of fixed capital or high skill (or ne- 
cessitated very high supervisory costs). Thus, the lords' reliance on 
their "costless" labour made economic sense, but this labour could 
not be combined with investment in new techniques to provide the 
basis for agricultural transformation.35 Of course, as population in- 
creased (especially as the thirteenth century wore on) wages dropped 
so low and land prices rose so high that lords were induced to com- 
mute labour rents for money rents, and to cultivate their demesnes 
using wage labour or to lease them on the market (because they could 
profit by this shift). But low wages and high land prices also 
reduced the incentive to opt for capital-using, labour-saving inno- 
vations, in favour of maintaining the old labour-intensive, labour- 
squeezing methods although now on the basis of hired labour 
rather than villein services and channelling investment funds into 
land purchases (rather than capital improvements). 

There were, in addition, other obstacles to improvement on the 
demesnes, caused by their entanglement with village-organized agri- 
culture. Demesne parcels were often scattered throughout the open 
fields, and were, moreover, subject to community-regulated culti- 
vation. Attempts by the lords to consolidate or engross could there- 
fore run into significant barriers the resistance of the peasant com- 
munity as a whole, or the refusal of the individual peasant to sell his 
land. It is somewhat puzzling that Postan and Hatcher accuse me of 
implying that the "mass eviction of villeins was a practice in which 
landlords could regularly engage", when I referred, in this regard, 
precisely to "the difficult and costly processes of building up large 
holdings and investing, of removing customary peasants and bringing 
in new techniques".36 In any case, to the extent that the strength of 
community controls or peasant possession limited the lords' ability 
to reorganize agricultural production, their attempts to increase rev- 
enues were, once again, channelled towards squeezing rather than 
improvement. 

Where the lords tried, and succeeded, in increasing their income 
35 In my original essay, I implied that the lords did not improve production because 

they had the alternative of squeezing the peasants by extra-economic compulsion. This 
formulation is misleading. I believe it is more correct to say that because the lords had 
no choice but to rely upon surplus extraction by extra-economic compulsion, they were 
largely prevented from improving, because the former could not be combined suc- 
cessfully with the latter. Brenner, "Agrarian Class Structure and Economic Devel- 
opment in Pre-Industrial Europe", p. 48. Cf. M. Mate, "Profit and Productivity on 
the Estates of Isabella de Forz, I260-92", Econ. Hist. Rev., 2nd ser., xxxiii (I980), 
Pp. 326 ff. 

36 Postan and Hatcher, "Population and Class Relations in Feudal Society", p. 35- 
Brenner, "Agrarian Class Structure and Economic Development in Pre-Industrial 
Europe", p. 48. 
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through increased levies on the peasants in money or kind (rather 
than in labour) they undercut the chances for development on lands 
possessed by peasants, through reducing the peasants' funds for in- 
vestment. In England such levies appear to have increased during the 
thirteenth century. But it was also the case that the peasants' potential 
for developing the forces of production was itself definitely limited. 
Given the small plots available to most of them and their limited 
investment funds, the peasants' possibilities for accumulation and 
innovation were sharply restricted. Given, in turn, the uncertainties 
of the harvest, the giant oscillations of food prices and the related 
vagaries of the market for cash crops, the peasants naturally wished 
to avoid the risk of dependence upon the market for sales or pur- 
chases. They attempted, therefore, to orient their production directly 
towards insuring immediate subsistence needs. This required diver- 
sifying, in order, so far as possible, to produce on their own plots the 
full range of their necessities, marketing only physical surpluses. This 
tendency to "production for subsistence" naturally constituted a 
strong barrier to commercial specialization and ultimately to the 
transformation of production, even when market opportunities de- 
veloped. It also posed a major barrier to those rural accumulators, 
richer peasants and lords, who wished to collect land; for the peasants 
would not easily part with the plots which were the basis for their 
existence, unless they had to. On the contrary, there was every ten- 
dency on the part of the possessing peasants to subdivide their hold- 
ings among their children. Indeed, the peasants' morcellement of par- 
cels under population growth tended to overwhelm any counter- 
tendency to accumulation in the agricultural economy as a whole, 
further undermining the potential for development.37 

(II.I.3) Forms of Feudal Development: From Colonization to 
"Political Accumulation" 
The inability to improve labour productivity beyond a certain 

point, a consequence of feudal class-productive or property relations, 
thus imposed certain limits and possibilities, and conditioned specific 
overall patterns of feudal economic development - patterns which 
were, in the long run, typically non-productive and "extra-econ- 
omic". The major exception proves the rule. Major capital expendi- 
tures on production are to be found above all on new agricultural 
"plant" (on the infrastructural conditions which formed the basis for 
the extension of existing forms of production) rather than on the 
equipment of labour with more and better means of production. Col- 

37 H. Neveux, "Declin et reprise: la fluctuation bi-seculaire, I330-I560", in G. 
Duby and A. Wallon (eds.), Histoire de la France rurale, 4 vols. (Paris, I975-6), ii, pp. 
20-9. Here there is an excellent discussion on the limits to peasant production, and to 
specialization and investment, in the medieval context. 
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onization, the opening up of new land to cultivation, was indeed the 37 
archetypical form of feudal development and feudal improvement. 
So long as new lands were available and population grew, lords could 
increase their income simply by planting peasants. Potentially at least, 
in this situation, output could grow and lords and peasants improve 
their condition, with a minimum of conflict. For lords might avoid 
the costs of coercion, while benefiting from the multiplication of ten- 
ures at, say, constant rents (which is not to argue that they would or 
could always choose this option). 

Nevertheless, the potential for this form of development was ob- 
viously limited. For the possibilities of extending the cultivated area, 
and for supporting in this way additional rent-paying peasants, were 
clearly restricted by the finite supply of land. Beyond colonization, 
therefore, especially given the limited possibilities of increasing out- 
put via investment and improvement, feudal development tended to 
take inward-looking forms forms of redistribution of wealth, rather 

. . tnan ltS creatlon. 
Postan and Hatcher point out that there was a strong predilection 

on the part of feudal lords to purchase land, rather than invest in 
fixed capital improvements, and they attribute this to a "preference" 
which "was deeply rooted in the mode of life and scale of values of 
feudal nobility".38 But this is only a partial answer. For the preference 
for land must itself be understood, at least in part, as an outcome of 
the established class-productive relations; it made sense from an econ- 
omic point of view. Because investment in fixed or human capital to 
improve demesne production could, as noted, be expected to yield 
only the most limited returns, it was reasonable for the lords to use 
their surpluses simply to increase the size of their holdings thus ex- 
tending their control over rent-producing land and peasants. More- 
over, because the barriers to improvement extended to the peasant 
sector as well, the peasants showed the same bias towards the pur- 
chase of land, partly as speculation, as well as to help further ensure 
subsistence. In other words, in the feudal context, land was a good 
investment. Indeed, it showed itself to be that much better an in- 
vestment to the degree that population growth propelled a long-term 
tendency towards rising land and food prices and as the economy 
proved incapable of responding to these market signals by propor- 
tionally increasing output. 

Beyond opening up new land or purchasing cultivated land, the 
lords, as a rule, could systematically increase their income only by 
taking from one another or by squeezing more from their peasants. 
Thus, the long-term tendency, prevalent throughout the feudal epoch 
(from circa IOOO-IIOO), to "political accumulation" that is, the 

38 Postan and Hatcher, "Population and Class Relations in Feudal Society", p. 37. 
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build-up of larger, more effective military organization and/or the 
construction of stronger surplus-extracting machinery may be 
viewed as conditioned by the system's limited potential for long-term 
economic growth, and, to a certain extent, as an alternative to ex- 
tending or improving cultivation. Given the difficulties of increasing 
production, the effective application of force tended to appear, even 
in the short run, as the best method of amassing wealth. 

But to what extent could individual lords, or groups of them, gain 
access to more of the social surplus through "political accumu- 
lation"?39 This problem was posed especially sharply because the 
very prerogatives (force/jurisdiction) required by every individual 
lord to ensure his reproduction (as a lord) vis-a-vis the peasants con- 
stituted a threat to the other lords, and made for a generalized ten- 
dency to intra-lordly competition and conflict which made "political 
accumulation" necessary. On the other hand, this "parcellized sover- 
eignty", and its potentially anarchic effects, had to be neutralized, if 
"political accumulation" was to be pursued successfully. 

In the first instance, of course, military efficacy versus other lords 
or improved jurisdictional powers over the peasants required the col- 
lecting and organizing of followers recruited, naturally, for the 
most part, from within the ruling class, normally from among its 
lesser elements. But to gain and retain the loyalty of their followers, 
the overlords had to feed and equip them, and in the long run reward 
them. Minimally, the overlord's household had to become a focus of 
lavish display, conspicuous consumption and gift-giving. But beyond 
this, it was generally necessary to provide the followers with the means 
to attain or maintain their status as members of the dominant class that 
is, a permanent source of income, requiring a grant of land with 
associated lordly prerogatives (or, later, an office). Naturally, if para- 
doxically, such grants tended to increase the followers' independence 
from the overlords, leading to a renewed potential for disorganization, 
fragmentation, anarchy. As a result, in the long run, further grants 
tended to be necessary. Successful "political accumulation" therefore 
required that increased military power and/or jurisdictional authority 
yield returns which more than covered their increased costs, and such 
costs tended to grow over time. As a result, "political accumulation" 
tended to become self-perpetuating and escalating the amassing of 
more land and men to more effectively exert force in order to collect 
the resources for the further application of power. 

"Political accumulation" is, nevertheless, quite incomprehensible 
merely in such quantitative terms. It was, in addition, a qualitative 

39 For the following paragraphs, see for example G. Duby, The Early Growth of the 
European Economy (Ithaca, I974); P. Anderson, Passages from Antiquity to Feudalism 
(London, I974); essays by 0. Brunner, G. Duby, O. Hintze, J. F. Lemarignier and 
J. R. Strayer, in F. L. Cheyette (ed.), Lordship and Community in Medieval Europe 
(New York, I968). 
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process requiring the increasingly sophisticated self-organization of 
the feudal ruling class. In the first place the lords needed broader) 
more elaborate forms of political co-operation in order to extract a 
surplus from increasingly well-organized peasant communities, and 
to counteract the effects of peasant mobility. Especially since the 
scope of peasant organization tended to be geographically limited to 
the village or region, the effectiveness of the lords' surplus-extracting 
administration would tend to depend on the degree to which intra- 
lordly organization could be extended, and intra-lordly competition 
correspondingly reduced. Secondly, more developed political forms 
were required to facilitate the reciprocal protection of the lords' prop- 
erty against one another-the establishment of rights through the 
promulgation and enforcement of law. Finally, intensified competi- 
tion between groups of lords tended to require increasingly sophis- 
ticated forms of military organization and weaponry. Speaking gen- 
erally, the organization of groups of lords around a leading warlord 
for "external" warfare (for defence or conquest) most often provided 
the initial source of intra-lord cohesion, and this served, in turn, as 
the basis for building more effective internal collaboration for the 
mutual protection of one another's property and for controlling the 
peasantry. Throughout the feudal epoch, then, warfare was the great 
engine of feudal centralization. 

All this is merely to say that an essential long-term basis of feudal 
accumulation was the development of feudal states by which is 
minimally meant the various forms of association for self-government 
of groups of feudal lords, each of whom maintained, in the last analy- 
sis, direct access to, or private property in, the means of applying 
force. This is not to say that a high level of lordly organization was 
always required. Nor is it to argue that state building took place as 
an automatic or universal process. One might argue, for example, 
that at the frontiers of feudal society) to the east and the south, so 
long as colonization remained an easy optionn there was relatively 
little (internally generated) pressure upon the lordly class to improve 
its self-organization and that the opposite tended to be the case in 
the older, long-settled regions. At the same time, just because a strong 
feudal state might become "necessary" did not always determine that 
the lords could successfully avoid anarchy (witness western Germany 
after the twelfth century). What is being argued, however? is that to 
the degree that disorganization and competition prevailed within 
groups of feudal lords, they would tend to be vulnerable not only to 
depredations from the outside, but to the erosion of their own dom- 
inance over the peasants to their decay as a ruling class. The 
economic success of individual lords, or groups of them, did tend to 
depend on feudal state building, and the long-term trend, overall, 
does appear to have been towards greater political centralization for 
"political accumulation". 
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It seems to me, therefore, that those historians who have insisted 
upon a narrowly "political" definition of feudalism as a "form of 
government" and who have, in turn, focused upon the broad range 
of relationships of obligation and exchange which were constructed 
to bind man to man in feudal society (not only the relations of vas- 
salage strictly speaking, but also the more loosely defined associations 
structured by patronage, clientage and family) have grasped an es- 
sential driving force of the system.40 Yet, in the same way that some 
Marxists have failed to draw all of the necessary "economic" impli- 
cations of the specifically "extra-economic" ("political") nature of 
the feudal surplus-extracting relationship, those historians who have 
stressed the heavily "political" nature of feudal dynamics have tended 
sometimes to forget that much of feudal government, feudal "state" 
building was about "economics", indeed "accumulation" the ex- 
traction, circulation, redistribution and consumption of peasant-pro- 
duced wealth. 

In this context, trade expanded largely in relationship to growing 
ruling-class consumption needs, fuelled especially by the expanding 
requirements of "political accumulation". It facilitated a circuit of 
production essentially involving the exchange of artisan-produced 
luxury and military goods for peasant-produced necessities (food), 
extracted by the lords. In the first instance, the growth of this social 
division of labour, founded on the rise of urban-based industry (con- 
centrated classically in Flanders and north Italy) further benefited 
the lords, for it reduced costs through increasing specialization, thus 
making luxury goods relatively cheaper. Nevertheless, in the long 
run, the growth of this form of social division of labour on a European 
scale was disastrous.41 It meant a growing disproportion between 
productive and unproductive labour in the economy as a whole (for 
little of the output of the growing urban centres went "back into 
production" to augment the means of production or means of con- 
sumption of the direct peasant producers). Over time, moreover, the 
tendency to "political accumulation" was intensified by the growing 
needs for conspicuous consumption (which went along with the grow- 
ing availability of luxury goods) and by the increasing requirement 
for military supplies (which grew up with the escalation of the size of 
armies and the growing complexity of weapons). As the agricultural 
economy thus saw its foundations progressively sapped, the weight 
of the urban society upon it continued to grow, inviting serious dis- 
ruption. 

40 For a convenient summary of the arguments for a narrowly political definition of 
feudalism (Strayer, Coulborn, Lyon), see J. W. Hall, "Feudalism in Japan: A Re- 
assessment", in J. W. Hall and M. Jansen (eds.), Studies in the Institutional History of 
Early Modern3'apan (Princeton, I968), esp. pp. 24-6 ff. Cf. R. H. Hilton, A Medieval 
Society: The West Midlands at the End of the Thirteenth Century (London, I966), ch. 2. 

41 See R. H. Hilton, "A Crisis of Feudalism", Past and Present, no. 80 (Aug. I978), 
esp. pp. I0-II. 
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If it is true, then, that the effectiveness of lordly "political ac- 
cumulation" was, in the last analysis, limited by the weakness of the 
underlying feudal-productive base, it is still the case that increasingly 
powerful, increasingly well-organized feudal class states could be, 
and were, constructed through concentrating energy and centralizing 
organization, even in the face of the declining capacity of the agri- 
cultural forces to support the population. As a result, the self-pro- 
pelling tendency to increasing political centralization for political ac- 
cumulation not only tended to accelerate the long-term tendency of 
the productivity of labour to decline, but to disrupt the "normal" 
Malthusian mechanism for bringing population into line with pro- 
duction. Indeed, as real output tended to reach its limit, the build- 
up of more powerful instruments to redistribute it via coercive surplus 
extraction and warfare tended to quicken, thereby creating the con- 
ditions for catastrophic crises of the economy and society as a whole. 

(II.2) DEMOGRAPHY AND DEVELOPMENT IN THE GROWTH PHASE OF 
THE ECONOM Y CIRCA I I50- I300 

Inability to come satisfactorily to terms with the "fusion" between 
the "political" and "the economic", that profoundly marked the feu- 
dal productive system, is the central weakness of the approaches of 
both Bois and the demographic interpreters. This problem is, indeed, 
manifested in the analyses by both Bois and the demographic inter- 
preters of the "growth phase" of the European medieval economy in 
the later twelfth and thirteenth centuries and, as we shall see, of the 
long period of crisis which followed. Their approaches are, of course, 
quite different. Nevertheless, their interpretations suffer from a sim- 
ilar difficulty a failure adequately to take into account the divergent 
evolutions, in both character and strength, of those mechanisms of 
extra-economic compulsion improvised by the feudal lords in dif- 
ferent regions to ensure the extraction of a surplus in the face of 
peasant opposition. By counterposing the analysis of Bois to that of 
the demographic interpreters, it is possible to see the force of this 
objection and to begin to indicate the sort of alternative required. 

(II.2.I) The French Economy in the Thirteenth Century: A Fall- 
ing Rate of Feudal Rent? 
The guiding conception of Bois for his analysis of the feudal econ- 

omy as a whole is what he terms "the tendency to a falling rate of 
feudal levy". In the "up-phase" of the twelfth and thirteenth cen- 
turies, the feudal ruling class was able to take only a decreasing pro- 
portion of the total output, as compared to the class of peasants. This 
was, in the first instance, because the rents levied by the lords tended 
to be fixed in money, while population growth led to rising relative 
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land prices, rents and food prices. A process of economic growth was 
facilitated by this tendency of the rate of rent to decline, for declining 
rates of rent, says Bois, allowed population growth and the multipli- 
cation of peasant tenures, especially through the opening up of new 
lands (assarts). For a time population growth and new tenures gave 
the lords enough new income to compensate for declining returns 
from their established customary tenures. Still, the end point had to 
come sooner or later: the potential for colonization was used up, 
peasant productivity declined, and, with continually growing popu- 
lation, there was a quickening rise in prices. At a certain point, there- 
fore, the absolute size of the rent going to the lords had to drop, for 
increasing cultivated surfaces and rising population could no longer 
make up for the accelerating decline in the rate of rent, and a crisis 
would ensue.42 

Now there is no reason to dispute the foregoing trends, presented 
by Bois, as they apply to medieval Normandy. Indeed, as I observed 
in my original article, they seem to hold good beyond Normandy 
throughout much of northern France in the later twelfth and thir- 
teenth centuries. By this time, the cens were everywhere fixed and 
hereditary. Moreover, not only Normandy but the neighbouring 
provinces of Ile-de-France and Picardy also experienced the import- 
ant trend towards fixing tallages, eliminating their arbitrary charac- 
ter, at least by the end of this period (I250-I300). The same tendency 
is evident, in these provinces, for entry fines: these also seem to have 
been generally set at a fixed and steady rate.43 Finally, and of para- 
mount importance, throughout most of this region, the demesnes 
(where an adjustable, economic rent could be levied) were of very 
restricted scope in relation to the peasant sector (where rents were 
fixed in money). By Bois's survey, the demesnes seem to have covered 
I0 per cent or less of the cultivated surface in thirteenth-century 
Normandy. G. Fourquin obtained an analogous result (I0-I2 per 
cent) for the area around Paris. And the findings are apparently sim- 
ilar throughout the region, although quantitative data is hard to come 
by.44 Thus, through much of thirteenth-century France (particularly 
the north), the situation was as Duby has summarized it: labour 
services were inconsequential; there was a generally light incidence 

42 Bois, Crise du feodalisme, pp. 203-4, 354-60. 
43 Brenner, "Agrarian Class Structure and Economic Development in Pre-Industrial 

Europe", pp. 38-40, 69-70; G. Fourquin, Les campagnes de la region parisienne a lafin 
du moyen age (Paris, I970), pp. I75-9; R. Fossier, La terre et les hommes en Picardie 
jusqu'a lafin duXIIIe siecle, 2 vols. (Paris, I968), ii, pp. 555-6, 7I4; Neveux, "Declin 
et reprise", p. 36. 

44 Bois, Crise du feodalisme, p. 2I7. Bois's results for Normandy are supported by 
M. de Bouard, Histoire de la Normandie (Toulouse, I970), p. I60. For the Paris region 
see Fourquin, Campagnes de la region parisienne, pp. I38-9. For further indications, 
see G. Fourquin, "A seuil du XIVe siecle", in Duby and Wallon (eds.), Histoire de la 
France nrale, i, pp. 566-8. 
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of customary rent from the cens, as inflation left money rents absurdly 
unadjusted. As a result, the lion's share of the lord's income was made 
up of returns from the demesne, since, unlike customary levies, these 
could be adjusted to prices.45 But the inability, or the loss of ability, 
to dispose of the requisite powers to extract adequate (or even sig- 
nificant) rents from their customary lands (cens) seems to have left 
large sections of the French feudal class with an insufficient landed 
economic base. In consequence, first indebtedness, then widespread 
land sales became endemic.46 It is no wonder that historians of medie- 
val France besides Bois have found declining rents leading to a crisis 
of seigneurial revenues from various points in the thirteenth cent- 
ury.47 The question, however, is the source of this trend. 

Why was there a falling rate of feudal levy in northern France in 
the thirteenth century? Bois tells us it was built into the very structure 
of feudal production. The peasant, Bois asserts, "disposed, with the 
usufruct of the land and the control of the process of production, a 
trump card, while the seigneur, excluded from this process, exercised 
his levy only by virtue of acts of an extra-economic origin". "There 
resulted in the long run, an evolution of relations of economic forces 
favourable to the peasant and generative of an erosion of the rate 
of levy". This balance of forces was clearly manifest in the principle 
of tenure chassee hereditary holding at fixed and customary 
charges.48 

Nonetheless, the insufficiency of this reasoning should be evident. 
We have also, of course, argued that in view of production by peasant 
possessors, the lords' ability to exact a rent through extra-economic 
compulsion was critical for their reproduction. But, the question 
which must be asked of Bois is why such a set of arrangements should 
necessarily have been favourable to the peasants, as far as income 
shares is concerned, especially over the long run. Why could not the 
lords, in the face of peasant possession, have maintained, or even 
proportionally increased, their manifold charges (fines, tallages, 
labour rents and so forth) by coercive means?49 We can agree that the 
lords might atfirst grant favourable conditions to peasants in order to 
induce them (and allow them) to open up new land for cultivation. 
But this would not explain what would have prevented the lords from 
subsequently adjusting established levies or introducing new ones in 

45 G. Duby, Rural Economy and Country Life in the Medieval West (Columbia, S.C., 
I968), pp. 2IO-II, 2I8-I9, 224, 238-9. 

46 See Fossier, La terre et les hommes en Picardie, ii, pp. 622-3; Fourquin, Campagnes 
de la region parisienne, pp. I5I-2; Bois, Crise du fe'odalisme, pp. I96-7. 

47 See the summary of research in Neveux, "Declin et reprise", esp. the section on 
the "difficultes de la seigneurie", pp. 35-9. 

48 Bois, Crise du fe'odalisme, p. 355; also pp. 203-4. 
49 BolS 1S aware of this posstbtltw, but in my view gives no satisfactory explanation 

as to why it could not be realized. See, for example, Bois, Crtse du fe'odalisme, pp. 
203-4. 
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order to protect or improve their incomes. What is required, but 
missing, is an explanation of the lords' ostensibly inherent, long-terrn 
structural weakness as surplus extractors by extra-economic com- 
pulsion from peasant possessors. 

This difficulty is made all the more acute, since Bois points (some- 
what contradictorily) to a secondary tendency within feudalism to- 
wards the accumulation of land by lords (and big peasants) at the 
expense of the mass of the peasantry, which he sees as characteristic 
of the growth phase of the feudal economy.50 Yet, Bois does not 
explain why this trend, which potentially opened the way to increas- 
ing "economic" rents from growing demesnes, could not have coun- 
teracted the tendency to a declining rate of "feudal" levy from the 
customary holdings. For, especially under the conditions of increas- 
ing population, which would obviously have pushed up returns from 
each unit of demesne land, increasing land to the lords would have 
meant increased rents and thus a counter-trend in income distribution 
to the falling rate of feudal levy. 

The question is, then, why the lords could not have expanded their 
demesnes enough to be able to counteract declining returns from the 
customary plots? They could have accomplished the latter either 
through appropriating newly assarted land to their demesnes, or 
through transforming old, customary tenures to leaseholds. It will be 
noted that this question is analogous to the first. For it poses, once 
again, in a different form, the problem of the distribution of property 
and of class power, and its determinants. The insufficiency of Bois's 
reasoning is indeed manifest when it is simply noted that there would 
have been no decline in the rate of feudal levy had the lords been able 
to add sufficiently large new seigneurial levies to the old ones or to 
increase the relative size of their demesnes, or had they merely been 
capable of taking their rents in kind (rather than money) and/or ex- 
tracting it as a proportion of the harvest (rather than as an absolute 
amount). In fact, Bois provides instances of all of these phenomena 
in thirteenth-century France. 

Finally, Bois speaks as if the lords were content to maintain a steady 
absolute income, and to allow the peasants to take an increasing share 
of the output. But this is to assume away the problem of the lords' 
needs as a ruling class in relationship to the income they were receiv- 
ing. Without an analysis of the lords' changing consumption require- 
ments, and the processes affecting these, we cannot determine the 
economic demands they would have wished to place upon the peas- 
ants, had they been able. But Bois fails to consider this problem and, 
as a result, he ends up by proceeding as if the lords' needs were 

50 Ibid, pp. I67-8, 2I7, 342-6, 36I ff- 
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constant.51 This assumption cannot be justified empirically or con- 
ceptually. The requirements of the feudal lords, and their actual con- 
sumption, undoubtedly rose throughout the medieval period. More- 
over, their growing consumption needs were not accidental, nor can 
they be dismissed as "superstructural". They expressed certain im- 
peratives, deriving from the processes by which the lords were com- 
pelled to reproduce themselves as individuals and as a class above 
all, the necessity to build up, increasingly, the means for political 
accumuiatlon. 

In sum, even were we to discover a universal tendency to a declining 
rate of feudal rent throughout the medieval period, we would still 
have to explain why the lords allowed it and/or could not prevent it. 

(II.2.2) The English Economy in the Thirteenth Century: Demo- 
graphically Determined Lordly Prosperity? 

While the model of Bois seems to "fit" the French evidence, it 
appears to be contradicted by the radically different English data for 
the same period. First, in the later thirteenth century (I279), a good 
third of the cultivated land in England was held in unfree tenure, and 
these villein holdings were subject to arbitrary and potentially in- 
creasing dues of all sorts.52 In contrast, the French cens tenures, 
which yielded derisory returns by the middle of the thirteenth cent- 
ury) appear to have covered some five-sixths to nine-tenths of the 
cultivated surface (they should) indeed) be seen as somewhat anal- 
ogous to the lightly taxed English freehold tenures, which covered 
about a third of the cultivated land). On average, according to Pos- 
tan's estimates, some 50 per cent of the villein tenants' total produce 
was extracted by English lords, while in comparison, Bois's conclu- 
sion is that the French lords' take was only 9-IO per cent of their 
customary peasants' output.53 In turn, English demesnes covered a 
third of the cultivated surface, perhaps thrice the proportion covered 
by the demesnes of northern France (and naturally yielded increasing 
rents with the thirteenth-century population increases). Finally, and 
relatedly) villein labour services were very much alive in later 
thirteenth-century England. Duby has described the English situa- 

51 Thus he tends, for example, to see the lords moving to intensify their surplus 
extraetion only when there is an absolute decline in their incomes. It should be em- 
phasized that the problem of evaluating the extent to which the income of the lords as 
a class is "adequate"-that is, the sufficiency of their income is a very complicated 
one indeed, even peaving aside the question of their changing consumption needs. For 
one has to determme, first, the absolute amounts going to the ruling class in relationship 
to its changing size and, second, the distribution of the surplus within the ruling class. 

s2 These results for England, based on the Hundred Rolls of I279, are given in 
E. A. Kosminsky, Studies in the Agrarian History of England in the Thirteenth Century 
(Oxford, I956), pp. 92-5, 203-6. 

53 Bois, C"se du feoodalisme, p. I9I. 
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tion at this point with respect to labour services as analogous to that 
on the Continent in the ninth century.S4 

Bois's response to this divergence is curious, but follows inexorably 
from his theory of the declining rate of feudal levy. He tells us that 
thirteenth-century England with its large demesnes, its labour 
services, and arbitrary levies on customary land (villeinage) "ex- 
hibits an evident backwardness" with respect to French develop- 
ment.55 It was behind, having some catching up to do. In time, Eng- 
lish developments would have gone the same way as the French, with 
an inevitable tendency to falling levies and shrinking demesnes; they 
simply required more time to do so. 

Nevertheless, long-term trends in medieval England actually ran 
counter to Bois's interpretation. Not only did England fail to catch 
up to France, it sometimes travelled in the opposite direction. Indeed, 
the fact that income in England appears to have gone increasingly to 
the lords during much of the growth phase of the medieval economy 
has been used by the demographic interpreters and by Postan and 
Hatcher to argue against me that it was not feudal power, but in- 
creasing population, operating through the laws of supply and de- 
mand, which was determinant of income distribution.56 To complete 
this argument they feel obliged to assert once again that the strength- 
ening of lordship which took place in England in this period was itself 
a function of population increase.S7 I would simply respond that it 
never occurred to me to deny that population growth leading to rising 
demand for land would have distributed income in favour of the lords 
-if they had established enough power to vary rents in accord with 
prices on customary lands and/or if they possessed ample demesnes.58 
But I do deny that population increase, in itself, could endow the 
lords with either of these. 

As Postan and Hatcher themselves point out, even though popu- 
lation was increasing through the twelfth century, much of this period 
witnessed a trend towards fixed payments from the peasants to the 
lords, a tendency which favoured the peasants.S9 (This is perhaps 
what Bois's theory would lead us to expect.) Nonetheless, from the 

54 Duby, Rural Economy and Countty Life, pp. 2IO-I I . 
55 Bois, "Against the Neo-Malthusian Orthodoxy", p. 65. 
56 Postan and Hatcher, "Population and Class Relations in Feudal Society", pp. 32, 

34, and passim. 
57 Thus they argue that the fact that rents were high for freely negotiated leases in 

the thirteenth century shows that the high and mounting payments on unfree custom- 
ary lands reflected market forces, rather than "mere excesses of feudal power": Postan 
and Hatcher, "Population and Class Relations in Feudal Society", p. 32. See also n. 
IO above. 

58 Brenner, "Agrarian Class Structure and Economic Development in Pre-Industrial 
Europe", p. 40. 

59 Postan and Hatcher, "Population and Class Relations in Feudal Society", p. 28- 
Postan, "Medieval Agrarian Society in its Prime: England", pp. 585-6; R. H. Hilton, 
The Decline of Serfdom (London, I969), pp. I 5-I6. 
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later twelfth and especially the thirteenth centuries, there developed, 47 
with continuing population growth, a reversal of the previous trend. 
The lords successfully reasserted their rights to make increasing ex- 
actions from the peasants. This had its legal expression in the harden- 
ing of the lines between free and unfree peasants, with a large part of 
the rural population consigned to unfreedom. With unfreedom went 
liability to increasing payments and (very much contrary to what Bois 
would lead us to predict) this was especially the case, apparently) in 
the longest settled regions.60 Finally, throughout the thirteenth cent- 
ury the lords seem to have expanded their demesnes, partly through 
assarts and partly through converting to demesne customary tenures 
upon which they found it difficult to raise levies.61 Thus, although 
population rose consistently through the twelfth and thirteenth cen- 
turies, in England it could, in itself, determine no consistent pattern 
of income distribution. The latter depended on the changing char- 
acter of the social-property relationships and the changing balance of 
class forces. These seem to have underpinned a reversal of mid- 
twelfth-century trends which were apparently favourable to the peas- 
ants, so as to shift the distribution of income during the thirteenth 
century in favour of the lords, ourer and against the unfree peasants 
(while leaving the free peasants in a relatively favoured position). 

To clarify this point it is necessary to take exception to the puzzling 
statement made by Postan and Hatcher, that "The close definition of 
villein status and obligations in the late twelfth and the thirteenth 
centuries may have . . . helped to protect the villeins against arbitrary 
exactions". They quote Bracton to the effect that the lords' authority 
over their peasants "once extended to life and death, but is now 
restricted to civil law".62 But this is beside the point. For the lords 
hardly required such untrammelled physical powers over their peas- 
ants to exercise economically effective lordship. What was unques- 
tionably critical in this respect was the exclusion of the villeins from 
the protection of the royal courts against the lords' arbitrary exac- 
tions, and this result was precisely the upshot of the legal develop- 
ments of this period. It was enough for the lord to establish the fact 
that his tenant was a villein (unfree) to have him denied legal protec- 
tion; to have thrown out of court any appeal by the tenant that the 

60 "In much of the 'anciently settled core of medieval England' . . . the trend seems 
to have been for the outgoings of the customary tenants to rise . . . seigneurial charges 
were augmented": Edward Miller and John Hatcher, Medieval England: Rural Society 
and Economic Change, I 086-I 348 (London, I 978), p. I 5 I, and also pp. I I I, I 3 I 
2I 3-24. See also Hilton, who speaks of "a counter attack by estate owners . . . waging 
a successful battle against their customary villein tenants": Hilton, Decline of Serfdom, 
pp. I6-I7. 

61 Hatcher, "English Serfdom and Villeinage", pp. I6-2I 
62 Postan and Hatcher, "Population and Class Relations in Feudal Society", pp. 

33-4- 
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lord's exactions were unjustified; and to force the peasant back upon 
his own and the community's resources in any conflict with the lord. 63 

If we do not understand that villein tenure opened the peasants to 
potentially arbitrary exactions, while free (or freer) tenure could give 
them legal protection and fixed dues, backed up by the king's courts, 
we cannot comprehend why there was such intense conflict in the 
later twelfth and thirteenth centuries between lords and peasants con- 
cerning the status of the tenure of individual peasants or groups of 
them. As Postan has elsewhere concluded, "in general it remains true 
that the enhanced power over tenants which landlords acquired as 
land grew scarcer and dearer lay lightly on the censuani and lighter 
still on the freeholder. The chief sufferers from the twin processes of 
growing land shortage and manorial reaction were again the vil- 
leins" 64 

It is therefore hard to see how Postan and Hatcher can argue as if 
certain cases which they cite where unfree tenants (particularly 
heirs) inside the community were subjected to lower fines on taking 
over a plot than freemen from outside, or where unfree peasants paid 
lower dues on their customary plots than were paid for (similar) de- 
mesne leases-constitute evidence that "villein tenure in the thir- 
teenth century could provide a measure of protection".65 For there 
was no legal basis for such protection. On the contrary, the instances 
they refer to would seem to provide evidence that the unfree peasants 
could sometimes protect themselves against their lords, even in the ab- 
sence of legal rights. That the peasant community was often better 
prepared to defend its own members than strangers is what we would 
expect. Nor is it surprising that, on some occasions, the fact that land 
was held in customary tenure (even if unfree) could provide a basis 
for peasant resistance to the lords' demands (whereas demesne land 

63 See Hatcher's own recent summary: "The unfree tenant . . . enjoyed a possession 
regulated by a private manorial court and held his land . . . merely in villeinage at the 
will of the lord . . . To the extent that the villein in fact held at his lord's will, uncer- 
tainty did lie at the heart of villeinage . . . and uncertainty extending to both the 
security of tenure and terms on which he held his land. The king's courts would not 
afford him protection against eviction nor award him damages against his lord, the 
villein had no standing in the public courts against the lord unless the latter's actions 
went beyond all reason (e.g., maiming and killing) . . . The logical conclusion is that 
the lords could regard the custom that governed villein tenures as 'but a revocable 
expression of their own wills' ": Miller and Hatcher, Medieval England, pp. II6-I7 
and, in general, ch. 5. 

64 For examples of conflict between lords and peasants over the status of the peasants' 
tenure, and of their critical economic effects on income distribution, the ability or 
inability of the lords to collect rents (in this case their inability, due to the peasants' 
successful proof of free legal status), see Searle, Lordship and Community, pp. I54-66. 
See also E. Searle, "Seigneurial Control of Women's Marriage", Past and Present, no. 
82 (Feb. I979), p. I7. For quote from Postan, see his "Legal Status and Economic 
Condition in Medieval Villages", in his Essays on Medieval Agriculture and General 
Problems of the Medieval Economy (Cambridge, I973), p. 289, and passim. 

6s Postan and Hatcher, "Population and Class Relations in Feudal Society", pp. 
34, 36- 
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might be conceded to be outside the community's purview). Such 
resistance could, in turn, lead to lower payments for customary plots 
than for similar demesne lands subject to the market. But none of 
this means that villein status gave protection. It only points to the fact 
that the community of villein peasants could on occasion enforce its 
custom against the lords' rights to arbitrary levies (which is a very 
different thing). Indeed, such cases reveal once again the inadequacy 
of accounts like that of Postan and Hatcher which attempt to com- 
prehend the rate of feudal levy as a function of market forces, and 
show the need to investigate the evolution of feudal rent in terms of 
the sources of class power, and as the outcome of class conflict.66 

In light of the foregoing, it is difficult, finally, to understand how 
the observation of Postan and Hatcher, that through the thirteenth 
century increasingly "high fines seem to have been supported by 
market forces", undermines my view that the increase of these levies 
rested on feudal powers, as they seem to think. For what, after all, 
were such fines, but incidents of feudal lordship? Indeed, the point 
made by Postan and Hatcher that increased entry fines were some- 
times used in this period as a substitute for increased tallages only 
emphasizes the connection with the lords' jurisdictional rights over 
their peasants.67 Without such lordship, neither tallages, nor entry 
fines, nor the whole range of other feudal levies (labour dues, heriots, 
fines on marriage, and so on) could be exacted, let alone increased. 
Where lordsElip had been firmly secured, population pressure could 
perhaps at times make it easier for the lords to collect dues from 
unfree tenants (whose economic options were severely restricted by 
the scarcity of land). But, as we have seen, such demographic con- 
ditions could, in themselves, in no way establish such lordship, nor 
automatically make possible such levies (let alone endow demesne 
lands). It was, on the contrary, only because the English seigneurs 
succeeded, on the whole, in zmposing and maintaining such lordship 
over and against the peasants and in holding on to broad demesnes, 
that they were able to prosper from the apparently favourable, but 

66 At the same time, we should perhaps beware of exaggerating the effectiveness of 
peasant resistance or of underestimating the powers of lordship in thirteenth-century 
England. For example, it has recently been demonstrated that on the very ample estates 
of Westminster Abbey rents on villein holdings were systematically higher throughout 
the whole of the medieval period than those for contractual tenancies of any sort, in 
particular demesne leases. On the Westminster Abbey estates the monks succeeded 
throughout the thirteenth and into the fourteenth century in turning the screw more 
or less continuously against the villeins, using entry fines, tallages and ultimately a 
sophisticated method of commuting labour dues to money rents at increasingly high 
rates of conversion (money per work unit). B. H. Harvey, Westminster Abbey and its 
Estates in the Middle Ages (Oxford, I977), pp. 236-8, and appendix 9. See also E. 
Miller's observation that for the Abbey's villeins, "total charges were higher than 
anything that could have been got for their land on the free market": E. Miller, review 
of ibid., in Times Lit. Supplement, 3 Feb. I978. 

67 Postan and Hatcher, "Population and Class Relations in Feudal Society", p. 34. 
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potentially disastrous, market conditions of the later twelfth and thir- 
teenth centuries. 

To take the argument a small step further: without the powers that 
accrued to lordship expressed in legal rights which allowed vari- 
able, indeed arbitrary exactions the lords were in danger of losing 
their property, in any meaningful sense, in their customary land.68 
In other words, by assuring that they could adjust levies (especially 
fines), iudal powers tended to give the English lords ultimate control 
over the land. Indeed during the thirteenth century, English lords 
went a significant distance towards establishing their proprietorship 
of villein land. This helped enable them to maintain their position 
not only in the favourable conjuncture of the "up-phase" in the feudal 
economy, but, as we shall see, over the very long run.69 

That population growth, in itself, could in no way ensure such 
powers is finally confirmed when we merely recollect developments 
in northern France at this time. Here in the face of rapidly rising 
population, prices and rents per acre from the later twelfth and thir- 
teenth centuries, the lords lost their prerogatives of lordship, as the 
peasants succeeded in getting their feudal dues fixed tallages and 
fines, as well as rent. (As an indirect result, moreover, the lords' 
demesnes tended to contract.) By the early fourteenth century, the 
peasants of northern France had achieved effectively full property rights 
to the customary land (fixed, minimal dues and right to inherit). This 
outcome was in stark contrast to that of England in the same period, 
and it too was to have important long-term consequences. In any 
case, in this French context, it is hardly surprising that Bois has 
discovered a tendency to "a declining rate of feudal levy". But in the 
same way that the French developments charted by Bois (and others) 
highlight the shortcomings of the model of the demographic inter- 
preters, so the English trends presented by the demographic inter- 
preters (and others) highlight the shortcomings of the model of Bois. 
The evidence adduced by each undermines the theory of the other. 

(II.2.3) Feudal"States"and"Economic"Evolution:Englandver- 
sus France 
Now Bois cautions us that the "various mechanisms whereby the 

class struggle is dominant in the historical process are normally so 
complex and unexpected that it is very rare that such a unilateral 
approach [as Brenner's] leads to anything other than ideological 
short-cuts" . 70 But in light of the foregoing discussion we are perhaps 

68 For illustrations of the connection between rights accruing to lordship and effec- 
tive control over property, and vice versa, see Searle, Lordship and Community, pp. 
I 54-66, I 84-94 

69 On the English aristocracy's long-term ability to maintain control over the land, 
and the role of feudal powers in assuring this, see pp. 82-6 below. 

70 Bois, "Against the Neo-Malthusian Orthodoxy", p. 63. 
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entitled to ask whether the mechanisms by which class organization 
and class struggle have affected economic developments are not, at 
times at least, less obscure than Bois would have us believe. To what 
else, indeed, are we to attribute the divergent dynamics of distribution 
in the French, as opposed to the English, rural society of the thir- 
teenth century, with their powerful, differential effects on ruling- 
class fortunes? The fact is that for quite some time historians of medie- 
val France have been describing the period culminating in the latter 
part of the thirteenth century as one of "peasant conquests" . 71 Mean- 
while, historians of medieval England have been describing the same 
period as one of "seigneurial" or "manorial reaction".72 Whereas in 
thirteenth-century France the generally observed trend has been to- 
wards seigneurial revenue difficulties, in England the same period 
has been understood as a golden age for the lordly class. Is there not 
at least an apparent basis for concluding that we are registering the 
effects of different balances of power, a consequence of divergent 
processes of class-political organization and class conflict? And is the 
attempt to pose the problem of this difference a retreat into historical 
"voluntarism", the inexplicable and lawless realm of "politics", as 
Bois asserts. 73 Or must we not recognize that to analyse the evolution 
of an economy in which the dominant class relies "economically" for 
its very existence (its reproduction as the dominant class) upon ar- 
rangements for extracting a surplus from the direct producers which 
are specifically "extra-economic" (that is, "political"), it is necessary 
to offer a systematic account of the development of these arrange- 
ments, as they are conditioned by class conflict. 

What may, therefore, be at issue in the divergent evolutions in 
England and France in the thirteenth century there is at least a 
basis for the hypothesis is not so much the backwardness of Eng- 
land's "economic" evolution relative to that of France, as Bois would 
have it, but rather England's relative advance in terms of feudal "pol- 
itical" ruling-class organization. What may have been responsible for 
the superiority of the English lords as extractors of a surplus from 
their peasants was their superior self-organization-their superiority 
vis-a-vis the French lords as feudal centralizers and feudal accumu- 
lators. Indeed, it seems to be a matter of a difference in the devel- 
opment of the feudal state. In this context we should perhaps beware 

71 Neveux, "Declin et reprise", p. 36; Fossier, La terre et les hommes en Picardie, ii 
pp. 708 ff., section entitled "Les conquetes paysannes"; Fourquin, Campagnes de la 
region parlsienne, p. I90. 

72 Miller and Hatcher, Medieval England, p. 2I2- R. H. Hilton, "Freedom and 
Villeinage in England", Past and Present, no. 3I (July I965), pp. 6, 9-I3 ff., Hilton 
Decline of Serfdom, pp. I6-I9 ff. Hilton explicitly notes the relative lack of success of 
peasant resistance in England, as compared to France, and alludes to its implications 
for analysing the balance of class forces, income distribution and so forth: Hilton 
'Crisis of Feudalism , pp. IO-I I. 

73 Bois, "Against the Neo-Malthusian Orthodoxy", pp. 65, 67. 
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of using Bois's terminology of "unequal development", especially as 
he links this to the notion of the "age" of the system. This is not 
because these phrases are entirely inapplicable, but because they tend 
to lead Bois in the direction of unilineal evolutionary conceptions, 
whereby each region is bound, sooner or later, to experience the same 
developmental pattern as its neighbours (declining rate of rent), un- 
affected either directly or indirectly by previous evolution else- 
where. 74 In fact English feudal class self-government appears to have 
been "ahead" of the French in the twelfth and thirteenth centuries, 
not only because its starting point was different, but because it built 
upon advances in this sphere already achieved on the Continent, es- 
pecially in Normandy. In turn, when French centralization acceler- 
ated somewhat later, it was influenced by English development, and 
was indeed, in part, a response to direct English politico-military 
pressure. But French feudal centralization did not follow the English 
pattern and, over time, radically diverged from it. Thus, the devel- 
opment of the mechanisms of "feudal accumulation" tended to be 
not only "uneven" but also "combined", in the sense that later de- 
velopers could build on previous advances made elsewhere in feudal 

. . c ass organlzatlon. 
Thus the precocious English feudal centralization around the mon- 

archy was, of course, no mere legacy of the Anglo-Saxon kings. It 
owed its strength in large part to the level of feudal "political" or- 
ganization already achieved by the Normans in Normandy before the 
Conquest, which was probably unparalleled elsewhere in Europe. 
The emergence of this organization was undoubtedly associated with 
the Normans' career as warriors and conquerors. It was evidenced 
especially in the establishment of effective supremancy by the duke 
in settling disputes among his tenants, as well as in the duke's ability 
to control the building of castles by his nobles and his capacity to 
confiscate their lands in case of rebellion. Nevertheless, the efficacy 
of the duke's administration was not simply the result of the duke's 
imposition, but emerged largely as an expression of the high level of 
solidarity of the Norman aristocracy as a whole-and this set the 
pattern for subsequent feudal evolution in England.75 Of course the 
requirements of organizing the Conquest, occupying England and 

74 Ibid., pp. 66-7. Bois is quite aware of such "external" interactions indeed he 
charges me with neglecting them but this does not, in my opinion, free his inter- 
pretation from a tendency to unilineality. 

75 See, for example, F. M. Stenton, English Feudalism, I066-II66 (Oxford, I932), 
ch. I; D. C. Douglas, William the Conqueror (Berkeley, I964), pp. I33-55. "It is 
misleading . . . to dissociate the reassertion of ducal power in Normandy under Duke 
William from the rise of the feudal aristocracy at that time . . . [The] rapid increase 
in Norman strength is not to be explained by reference to a continued opposition 
between the Norman duke and the Norman magnates . . . [The] interests of the greater 
Norman families were seen to be becoming ever more notably linked with those of the 
duke": ibid., p. I 37. 
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establishing their class rule there brought the Norman aristocracy's 
self-organization to an even higher pitch.76 Feudal centralization in 
England was spectacularly expressed in the outlawing of private war- 
fare, a development previously inconceivable on the Continent. It 
was manifested, too, in the novel procedure whereby all undertenants 
were required to swear allegiance not only to their immediate over- 
lords, but also to the king) as well as in the more highly evolved 
system of military obligation and organization.77 The monarch, as 
leading lord, was of course the focus of all these processes; but mon- 
archical strength in this case was the expression of the breadth and 
depth of lordly collaboration. 

Subsequent developments, especially during the reigns of Henry I 
and Henry II, by and large manifested the same centripetal tendency 
towards increasing the capacities of the crown. But growing monar- 
chical power reflected growing aristocratic coherence. This is not to 
dispute, of course, that the monarch, with his patrimony, played a 
critical initiating and constructive role in feudal centralization, or to 
deny that he could, for various resons, find himself in serious conflict 
with his aristocratic followers, as individuals or as a group. Nor can 
the king's actions be understood, in any simple or direct way, to 
reflect the will of his aristocracy, which, in any case, was rarely united. 
It remains true, nonetheless, that the development of the English 
feudal government, through a sort of homeostatic mechanism, was 
made to conform closely with the interests of the English aristocracy. 
For in every area of governance the crown remained profoundly de- 
pendent upon the aristocracy's support. The feudal lords, led by the 
magnates, operated all levels of English royal administration, from 
the immediate entourage of the king (the Curia), on down through 
the perambulating courts, to the county sheriffs; they provided the 
core of the monarch's military organization; and they ultimately guar- 
anteed the crown's financial wherewithal. As a result, the construc- 
tion of an increasingly effective feudal state required the aristocracy's 
acquiescence and backing, and reflected their interest. For the king 
to build his power it was required that he organize and cohere his 
aristocracy around him; it was thus unavoidable that he build their 
strength in the very process. 

As has often been recognized, it thus makes little sense systemat- 
ically to counterpose the English monarch as chief lord with the bar- 

76 J. Le Patourel, "The Norman Colonization of Britain," Settimane de studio del 
centro italiano di studi sull' alto medioevo, xxvi (I969), pp. 4I2-I3, 4I9-33. This article 
offers a superb synthesis on the developing cohesiveness of the Norman aristocracy 
over the process of conquest, its methods and goals, its underlying feudal dynamic 
see especially ibid., pp. 430-3. See also J. Le Patourel, The Norman Empire (Oxford, 

77 Stenton, English Feudalism, pp. II-I4, 23. In France, of course, the reigning 
princlple was "the vassal of my vassal is not my vassal". Correlatively, the elaborate 
attempts to regulate private warfare attest to its acceptance as a fact of life. 
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ons who surrounded him, supported in turn by their own followers. 
An unusually strong monarchy reflected an unusually strong aristoc- 
racy, hierarchically organized in the most highly developed feudal 
state in Europe. Monarchical government was indeed a manifestation 
of the lords' more or less conscious recognition of the commonality 
of their interests, and of the need to regulate their mutual interrela- 
tions in order successfully to exploit the peasantry, as well as to profit 
handsomely, as they did, from exerting their military might against 
other aristocratic groupings on the Continent. Thegrowth of a powerful 
monarchical state in England, therefore, expressed no "merely political" 
evolution, but the construction of social-class relations which made possible 
the most effective "accumulation" in the economic realm. 78 

Thus one of the initial results of the occupation of England by the 
highly cohesive Norman aristocracy appears to have been the tighten- 
ing of feudal controls and the imposition of increased levies upon the 
peasantry. It is perhaps notable in this respect that from early Norman 
times the seigneurs "enjoyed the assistance of the royal adminstration 
and royal courts to recover their 'fugitive' villeins".79 In turn, it may 
be no accident that the temporary disorganization of the feudal class 
during the civil wars of King Stephen's reign was accompanied by 
the significant peasant gains of the middle of the twelfth century.80 
Finally, the restrengthening of the monarchy during the latter part 
of the twelfth century seems to have been reflected in the recontruc- 
tion of lordly power over the peasants from about the same time. The 
growth of monarchical authority found its highest expression in the 
development of royal justice and the common law. Especially with 
the "legislation" of Henry II, the feudal aristocracy registered its 
common interest in allowing the monarchical courts to adjudicate 
disputes among them over privileges and property (although it goes 
without saying that the royal administration never escaped aristo- 
cratic control). In this way the ruling class secured the private rights 
of its individual members. On the other hand, the obverse side of 
precisely this legal advance no less important because it was inex- 
plicit was the development in law which led to the restriction of 
access to the king's law to freemen and thereby the exlusion of the unfree 
peasant?y. In granting the monarchical administration the task of pro- 

78 On feudal monarchical centralization under Henry I and Henry II, its aristocratic 
character and dynamic, see Stenton, English Feudalism; W. L. Warren, Henty II 
(London, I973); J. C. Holt, Magna Carta (Cambridge, I965; repr. I969). Note also 
R. H. Hilton's comment that "there was no European aristocracy which, as a class, 
had the same power in the state as the English Barons": Hilton, A Medieval Society, 
p. 2. 

79 H. R. Loyn, Anglo-Saxon England and the Nonnan Conquest (London, I962), pp. 
327-8, 343; Hatcher, "English Serfdom and Villeinage", pp. 28-9; Miller and Hatcher, 
Medieval England, pp. I26, I I4. 

80 Postan, "Medieval Agrarian Society in its Prime: England", p. 585; Hilton, De- 
cline of Serfdotn, p. I6. 
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tecting their property (from one another), the English aristocracy in 
the process came to define that property to include their arbitrary 
rights over their peasants. The unfree peasants with "their" lands 
were consigned to the courts of their lords, so that in the eyes of the 
law81 the lords could dispose "at will" over both peasants and lands. 
This provided the lords an indispensable lever to raise dues arbitrarily 
on customary lands and tenants. The extraordinary intra-class cohe- 
siveness of the English aristocracy was thereby manifested simulta- 
neously in its formidable military strength, in its ability to regulate 
intra-lord conflict, and in its capacity to dominate the peasantry. The 
inextricable interdependence of "the political" and "the economic" 
in the course of feudal class-productive evolution could not have been 
more clearly manifest. 

The foregoing development in England is in marked contrast to 
that in France of the same period, which was characterized by a 
multitude of conflicting feudal jurisdictions, dominated by competing 

feudal lords. Whereas late eleventh- and twelfth-century England 
witnessed the growth of monarchical centralization, these years in 
most of France were characterized by the extreme fragmentation of 
authority, expressed in the lack of effective political organization at 
the level of the monarchy or even the principality.82 Through much 
of France in this era, power was effectively in the hands of the so- 
called "banal lords" or "castellans". The emergence of these poten- 
tates seems to have depended on the creation of relatively broad pol- 
itical organization-the buildup of a powerful following around the 
overlord and his castle, and the construction on this basis of a wide 
ranging and effective administrative-judicial apparatus. Effective ju- 
dicial authority, backed by the magnates' knightly military machine, 
appears to have provided the critical foundation for the successful 
extraction of what came to be understood as customary rent from the 
peasantry. Meanwhile, those whom Duby calls "domestic lords" 
(lacking banal powers) appear to have found it difficult to maintain 
feudal levies in the face of direct resistance by increasingly coherent 
peasant communities, while peasant mobility in the face of lordly 
competition made things worse. Their control over the peasants 
eroded from below, the domestic lords were wide open to attack from 
above by the castellans, who, in turn, absorbed lesser landlords into 
their administration.83 Once again, therefore, the extra-economic 

81 Mi!ler and Hatcher, Medieval England, pp. II2-I7: Hilton, "Freedom and Vil- 
leinage m England", passim. 

82 E. M. Hallam, "The King and the Princes in the Eleventh Century", Bull. Inst. 
Hist. Res., liii (I980), pp. I43-6; E. M. Hallam, Capetian France, 987-I328 (London, 
I980), pp. 27-63- 

83G.Duby,TheThreeOrders:FeudalSocietyImagined(Chicago,Ig80),pp.IsI-8; 
Duby, Rural Economy and Country Life, pp. I88-9. For observations on the effects of 
peasant mobility on lordly power, see T. Evergates, Feudal Society in the Bailliage of 
Troyes under the Counts of Champagne, IZ52-I284 (Baltimore, I975), pp. 23-30. 
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forms of feudal development came to "govern" feudal economic evo- 
lution, though in a different way from England. As Duby puts it, the 
"dominant force influencing the direction in which the manorial econ- 
omy developed came from the changed distribution of the powers of 
authority", which occurred with the rise of banal lordship.84 

It may not, then, be unreasonable to attribute the relative incapac- 
ity of the French feudal lords as surplus extractors during the growth 
phase of the medieval economy, to a significant extent, to its lack of 
political coherence. If this is so, the trend towards declining seigneu- 
rial revenues in France in this period is incomprehensible in Bois's 
terms, as an inevitable outcome of a mechanical tendency towards a 
"declining rate of feudal levy". It was rather the manifestation of 
peasant conquests, achieved through the resistance of highly cohesive 
French peasant communities. What appears, however, to have been 
critical for the French peasants' success was the relatively extreme 
disorganization of the French aristocracy. For apparently comparably 
well-organized and rebellious English peasants could not make com- 
parable gains against a much more unified English ruling class. 

The full significance of the process of class formation and class 
conflict specific to later medieval France can be seen particularly 
clearly in the Paris region during the first part of the thirteenth cent- 
ury. There the seigneurs, facing rising prices, moved sharply to re- 
verse the prevailing trend towards the fixing of peasant dues by at- 
tempting to depress the peasants' condition back towards serfdom. 
They did so, in particular, by insisting upon the peasants' liability to 
arbitraty levies, notably the seigneurial taille, which was the acknowl- 
edged token of serfdom. But the lords were ultimately thwarted by 
peasant revolt. Less dramatic but equally effective processes of re- 
sistance have been charted through the villages of much of France in 
this same period.85 Now, Bois taxes me for making the decay of 
serfdom that is, the decline of the lords' ability to extract a surplus 
from peasant possessors by means of extra-economic compulsion86 

84 Duby, Rural Economy and Country Life, pp. II3 ff. Note Duby's contrast of 
French developments with those of the same period in England, where there were 
essentially no castellans and no banal lordships, and where the "king recognized the 
personal authority of the lords of the manors and thus helped to consolidate 'domestic 
lordship' ": ibid., p. I95. 

8s Fourquin, Campagnes de la region parisienne, pp. I66-8, for the slide towards 
serfdom in the region in the mid-thirteenth century and its reversal. On successful 
peasant resistance elsewhere at this time, see also R. Fossier, La terre et les hommes en 
Picardie, ii, pp. 555-60. 

86 Bois, "Against the Neo-Malthusian Orthodoxy", pp. 6I-2, n. 7. Bois at this point 
deepens the confusion when he speaks as if I have equated serfdom with labour services. 
In reality I went out of my way to deny this equation, to state that labour services were 
not of the essence, and to argue that it was the system of surplus extraction by extra- 
economic compulsion which was critical. "Serfdom denoted not merely, nor even 
primarily, labour- as opposed to money-dues, but, fundamentally, powerful landlord 
rights to arbitrary exactions and a greater or lesser degree of peasant unfreedom": 
Brenner, "Agrarian Class Structure and Economic Development in Pre-Industrial 

(cont. on p. 57) 
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central to my account of feudal development. But it seems clear, 57 
especially in comparative perspective, that it was precisely the French 
lords' inability to prevent the decay of serfdom (lordship) ex- 
pressed directly in the lords' loss of ability to impose arbitrary (that 
is, variable) levies axld to adjust dues on customary land in the face 
of inflation87 which was responsible for the French aristocracy's 
declining feudal rents and, in turn, their declining incomes,88 es- 
pecially in the thirteenth century. It should be recollected, in con- 
trast, that the late twelfth and thirteenth centuries were precisely the 
period in England when the aristocracy as a whole- also in part 
reacting to inflation succeeded in excluding their villein tenants 
from the king's courts and assigning much of the customary tenantry 
to villein status, thus opening much of the peasantry to arbitrary 
exactions. 89 

Finally, the same line of reasoning may be seen to support my 
original argument that the key long-term basis for the development 
and consolidation of effective centralized monarchy in France, es- 
pecially from the later thirteenth century, was the relative superiority 
of its centralized system of surplus extraction (especially state taxation) 
over the decentralized, competitive lordship of the castellans and 
other great magnates. In this context I emphasized the highly con- 
flicted processes of monarchical development in France, its contra- 
dictory character, which stands in sharp contrast to the parallel evo- 
lution in England.90 For the Capetian house began as one lordship 
(n. 86 .ont.) 

Europe", pp. 43 ff. On the other hand, when Bois says that the "economic bases of 
the system are in reality the various rent paying holdings within the framework of 
seigneurie", he does nothing to clarify matters: ibid., p. 6I n. 7. For what was essential 
is that this (feudal) rent whether high or low, arbitrary or fixed was the conse- 
quence of extra-economic compulsion. When he speaks, therefore, ofthe disintegration 
of the system, he is referring precisely to the lords' decreasing ability to adjust rents 
on their customary holdings and the resulting decay in the value of the fixed money 
payments in the face of inflation. This is the decline of serfdom. The weakened seig- 
neurie may therefore be said to represent, still, lordship or serfdom, but in an atten- 
uated form: its vervY existence 1S threatened, at least in tendency. 

87 It should be noted that those relatively few French lords (generally to be found 
among the greatest) who did retain the requisite strength vis-a-vis the peasantry were 
able consciously to impose levies in a way which allowed them to counteract the effects 
of inflation. See J. R. Strayer, "Economic Conditions in the County of Beaumont-le- 
Roger", Speculum, xxvi ( I95I), pp. 279-80. 

88 Note that the erosion of lordship (serfdom) with the resultant loss of revenues 
appears to have led, indirectly, to the lords' loss of land. Declining revenues from their 
customary tenants was, in turn, one of the forces which compelled the lords to sell off 
their lands throughout the period, shrinking their demesnes. Fossier, La terre et les 
hommes en Picardie, ii, pp. 622-3; Bois, Crise du feodalisme, pp. I96-7; Fourquin, 
Campagnes de la region partsienne, p. I5I. 

89 p. D. A. Harvey, "The English Inflation of I I 80-I220", Past and Present, no. 6I 
(Nov. I973), pp. 3-30, esp. pp. 2I-3, Hilton, "Freedom and Villeinage in England", 
pp. I3-I4; Miller and Hatcher, Medteval England, pp. 2I0-I2 ff., 242-3. 

90 Brenner, "Agrarian Class Structure and Economic Development in Pre-Industrial 
Europe", pp. 69-7I. For problems, however, with the formulations I made there see 
p. s8 and n. 94 below. n 
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among many, one feudal "political accumulator" among many. It 
emerged and established itself as a greater lordship over and against, 
in competition with, the more localized, more individualized lord- 
ships.91 The distinctive character of this development was initially 
evidenced in the absence, indeed exclusion, of the greater French 
lords from the king's household and administration its staffing by 
lesser knights which stands in sharp contrast to the Anglo-Norman 
government, led from the first by the magnates with their lesser lords 
around them.92 The competitive process through which the monar- 
chy evolved was also manifested in the development of royal justice 
as a mechanism to fill the royal coffers at the expense of the seigneurial 
courts, and above all in the rise of (arbitrary) royal taxation which 
threatened the collection of lordly dues of all sorts. It was, finally, 
tellingly expressed in the French crown's propensity to recognize 
peasant appeals against arbitrary levies by local seigneurs at a time 
(the later thirteenth century) when, in stark contrast, the English 
monarch was recognizing the lords' rights over their peasants' persons 
and property by refusing them access to the royal courts.93 This 
divergent evolution of peasant legal status - towards property sanc- 
tioned by monarchy in France, towards serfdom backed by the crown 
in England appears to provide a significant index of the divergent 
patterns of class formation and class conflict and of the divergent 
evolutions of the systems of property in the two regions at this period. 

Nonetheless, although I believe this formulation to be essentially 
correct, I think that Bois, in his reply, has pointed to an important 
lacuna in my account, which could, as he says) open the way for 
misunderstanding. As Bois indicates, local lords were vulnerable to 
royal penetration of their territory in part because they had already 
experienced the erosion of their power to extract rents from their 
tenants. Weakened by the prior decline in their income, they were 
less able to fight the imposition of royal taxation. On the other hand, 
as Bois rightly emphasizes, it is also true that at least some of these 
very same lords could take up of fice in the new state machine. 94 They 

91 See, in general, J. F. Lemarignier, La France medie'vale: institutions et socie'te' 
(Paris, I970), pp. 227-30, 248-58 ff. 

92 Stenton, English Feudalism, pp. 30-5; C. W. Hollister and J. W. Baldwin, "The 
Rise of Administrative Kingship: Henry I and Philip Augustus", Amer. Hist. Rev., 
lXxXiii (I978), esp. pp. 902-5; E. Bournazel, Le gouvernement cape'tien au XIIe sie'cle: 
I I08-I I80, structures sociales et mutations institutionnelles (Paris, I975), passim. See also 
the review of Bournazel's book by G. T. Beech, in Cahiers du civilisation me'die'vale 
Xe-XIIe siecles, xx (I977), pp. 269-70. 

93 Bois, Crise du fe'odalisme, pp. Io3-204, 254-6, 364, G. Fourquin, "Les temps de 
la croissance", in Duby and Wallon (eds.), Histoire de la France rurale, i, pp. 38I-2; 
Neveux, "Declin et reprise", pp. 35-6; Lemarignier, France me'die'vale, pp. 227,296- 
8; P. Chaunu, "L'etat", in Braudel and Labrousse (eds.), Histoire economique et sociale 
de la France, i, pp. I46-7. 

94 Bois, Crise du fe'odalisme, pp. 204, 264; Bois, "Against the Neo-Malthusian 
Orthodoxy", pp. 63-4. In this context, my reference to the state as an "independent" 
"class-like" surplus extractor could, as Bois says, be misleading. I used the terminology 

(cont. on p. S9) 
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would, in this way, become its beneficiaries, and its supporters. The 
monarchy's development thus occurred within the context of the dis- 
organization of the French feudal aristocracy and, in important re- 
spects, in conflict with it. Yet, ironically) the long-term, unintended 
consequence was to reorganize and recompose the French ruling class 
on a stronger basis. 

In sum, there was a gradual accretion of power by the French 
monarchy by means of conquest and alliance. Especially from the 
later thirteenth century, the decline of seigneurial revenues a prod- 
uct of lordly disorganization and peasant conquests appears to 
have allowed for significant steps towards a new form of monarchical 
centralization. There began a general, long-term reorientation on the 
part of individual lords around the royal administration, opening the 
way towards the construction of the tax/office state with a concom- 
itant strengthening of peasant property by the monarchy.95 By the 
early fourteenth century this evolution had only just begun, and had 
a very long way to go towards completion. There was, of course, as 
yet nothing resembling a unified "absolutist" rule. Long-established 
banal potentates remained strong; the creation of new appanages fur- 
ther threatened unity. Nonetheless, in retrospect, the basic pattern 
of subsequent development had been established. In the long run, the 
growth of centralized surplus extraction served to reorganize the aris- 
tocracy: it brought the lesser lords into dependence on royal office 

(n. 94 cont.) 

to emphasize the novelty of the new form of centralized surplus extraction (tax/office) 
associated with the development of French absolutism and its conflict with the estab- 
lished decentralized form and I still believe this emphasis is vital to grasp the 
specificity of the French socio-economic evolution. Nevertheless, the aforementioned 
phrases can lead to a one-sided formulation: over-emphasizing the points of separation 
and conflict between the systems of surplus extraction and between the monarchy and 
the aristocracy, while passing over the points of interconnection and interpenetration 

and the way the rise of the one helped compensate for the decline of the other. 
gs In connection with the consolidation of the monarchy's original base in the Paris 

region, Fourquin concludes: "Between the middle and end of the thirteenth century 
the Ile-de-France was freed of serfdom . . . The 'French' rural community . . . was 
indisputably strengthened by the struggles of the thirteenth century to gain the fixing 
of the tatlle and other charges. Its power was already clear when . . . it pushed the 
mother of St. Louis to arbitrate the differences dividing the peasants from the seign- 
eurs, and the death of serfdom in the Paris region represented its victory . . . From 
its side, the crown moved more and more to reinforce the cohesion of the rural groups. 
For the rural communities were a remarkable counterweight to seigneurial authority" 
Fourquin, Campagnes de la region parisienne, pp. I89-90. In turn, says Fourquin, from 
the end of the reign of St. Louis, the seigneurs "no longer have enough revenue to live 
from their lands, the more so as the fixing of peasant taxes makes of the seigneur more 
and more a rentier of the soil. They make a massive entry into the royal administration 
in full expansion". Fourquin here emphasizes rising expenditures, as well as declining 
incomes, as the source of seigneurial financial difficulties: ibid., pp. I5I-3. In the 
Maconnais it was also both peasant resistance eroding incomes and increased expen- 
dltures which undermined lordship and opened the way to monarchical penetration 
See Lemarignier, France meodievale, p. 250, summarizing Duby's work. For the same 
processes in Picardy, see Fossier, La terre et les hommes en Picardie, ii, pp. 598 ff., 708 
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and induced the greater ones to come to court and ally themselves 

with the monarchy. 
By contrast, in England, the more advanced organization of the 

ruling class as a whole, the centralization of the barons around the 

monarchy, permitted the reintensification of seigneurial powers and 

institutional rights over and against the peasantry through the later 

twelfth and thirteenth centuries. In this way, lordly political coher- 

ence ensured successful decentralized feudal surplus extraction, that 

is serfdom. The lords thus secured their property, broadly conceived, 

in both the short and the long run. As a result, there is no sign of the 

crisis of seigneurial revenues evident in thirteenth-century France 

and, in turn, there is no tendency to substitute an emergent system 

of centralized surplus extraction for an eroding decentralized system 

no embryonic rise of an absolutist form of rule. 

(II.3) THE ONSET OF FEUDAL CRISIS AND ITS FORMS 

Feudal class or property relations determined a long-term tendency 

to declining productivity,96 and this formed, as it were, the basic 

structural limitation on the overall development of the feudal social 

economy. At the same time, in light of the foregoing discussion, it 

will perhaps be clearer why systematic reference to divergent pro- 

cesses of feudal class formation in different regions is required in 

order to understand the different ways in which the feudal crisis 

actually manifested itself fom the later thirteenth century through the 

mid-fifteenth century: its appearance at different points in time; its 

somewhat disparate immediate causes and characteristics; and its dif- 

fering results. 

(II.3.I) The "Output-Population Ceiling", its Class-Relative 

Character in Pre-Plague Europe 

Postan and Hatcher berate me for an exaggerated preoccupation 

with surplus extraction relations between lords and peasants, and 

with a corresponding neglect of the economic limitations of pro- 

duction by small peasant producers. In particular, Postan and 

Hatcher point out that population growth leading eventually to pov- 

erty was a phenomenon not only of the regions of entrenched lord- 

ship, but those where the manor was weak or non-existent.97 I muse 

express a certain amazement at this charge, for a central concern of 

my essay was precisely the barriers posed to real economic develop- 

96 The tendency to declining productivity on which Bois and I are in agreement (cf. 

my "Agrarian Class Structure and Economic Development in Pre-Industrial Europe", 

pp. 48-50) is not, of course, the same thing as a tendency to declining rate of feudal 

rent. 
97 Postan and Hatcher, "Population and Class Relations in Feudal Society", pp. 

30-2 . 
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ment by an agriculture based on small "parcellized" peasants.98 This 

was hardly a subterranean theme, nor could it have been obscurely 

expressed, for (as we shall see) I have been attacked by several other 

critics on the grounds that I have underestimated the economic-pro- 
ductive potential of the small peasantry. 
On the other hand, although the peasant-based agriculture which 

characterized medieval and much of early modern Europe could not, 

in my view, sustain a qualitative breakthrough to economic devel- 

opment, it was certainly capable of supporting a substantial degree 

of quantitative economic growth. For this reason, pace Postan and 

Hatcher, I would argue that the variable strength of lord-peasant 

surplus extraction relations could be a significant factor sn limiting or 

increasing the potential for peasant-based economic and demographic 
expansion. Indeed, the facts cited by Postan and Hatcher actually 

serve to undercut their own argument. The regions of weaker lordship 

and heavy population to which they refer could not, as they say, 

support unending demographic expansion. Continuing population 

growth had eventually to result in widespread poverty and famirse. It 

is, nonetheless, notable that the levels of population which these freer 

regions could and did support were far greater than those to be found 

in the highly manorialized areas in the same period. According to one 

recent survey of thirteenth-century conditions, "the density of popu- 

lation computed for Normandy [where lordship was very weak] . . . 

was very much higher than can possibly be ascribed to any major 

province in contemporary England [which was, of course, highly 

manorialized]".99 Similarly, the figures given by Postan and Hatcher 

for the amount of land per person on the average plot in the non- 

manorzalized English fenland region are something between two- 

thirds and one-half that considered to be the subsistence minimum in 

manorial England.t?? These are results perhaps understandable in 

view of the fact that the average villein peasants in the areas of estab- 

lished lordship normally gave up 50 per cent of their income on rent. 
It is worth noting that the very historian whose results concerning 

peasaIlt population and poverty are employed by Postan and Hatcher 
in order to play down the significance of feudal powers in relationship 
to economic and demographic development has gone rather far in 

drawing quite the opposite conclusions from theirs. H. E. Hallam 
argues, in fact, that the region of relatively "advanced agriculture . 

98 Brenner, "Agrarian Class Structure and Economic Development in Pre-Industrial 
Europe", p. 47. 

99 N. J. G. Pounds, "Overpopulation in France and the Low Countries in the Later 

Middle Ages", Soczal Hlst., iii (I970), p. 239. 
100 The minimum plot capable of providing subsistence for the average peasant 

family (4 5 members) is calculated by Titow to run from I3-5 to IO acres (3 to 2 2 

acres/person): Titow, English Rural Sociew, pp. 78-83 ff. Titow's minimum subsistence 

plot had to be doubled in size to cover an average rent assumed to confiscate 50 per 

cent of the peasant product: ibid., p. 8I. 
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was also the region of heavy population and free institutions, where 

lordship was at a discount''.10l In other words, the peasants in the 

areas of weak lordship not only appear to have had greater consump- 

tion possibilities due to lower seigneurial levies. In turn, they seem 

to have achieved greater production per acre than their counterparts 

in the manorialized regions because they had significantly more of 

their surplus at their disposal to reinvest. In result, it is not surprising 

that their demographic growth potential was also correspondingly 

greater. Indeed, in this light it does not seem far-fetched to interpret 

the relatively high population densities of much of thirteenth-century 
France compared to those of England precisely in terms of the relative 

weakness of French lordship and surplus extraction compared to Eng- 

land in this period.102 

(II.3 2) The Crisis of Seigneurial Revenues and its Results 

The crisis of the feudal economy, when it came, did not take a 

simple Malthusian form. It does appear that almost everywhere in 

western Europe, at various points in the later thirteenth or fourteenth 

centuries, there was) eventually, an end to population growth. Indeed 

the plagues of the mid-fourteenth century and after seem to have 

marked the catastrophic denouement to a process of demographic 

decline already well under way. According to strict Malthusian 

reasoning, this demographic downturn should have cured the sys- 

tem's ills by bringing population into line with resources, setting off 

another period of demo-economic growth. But instead, there ensued 

a long period of economic and demographic decline stagnation 

and, in some places, catastrophe. 
The demographic interpreters are certainly aware of this difficulty. 

Nonetheless, despite the contention of Postan and Hatcher, it is dif- 

ficult to see how it can be resolved within their basic framework, 

whether this be dubbed "Malthusian" or "Ricardian". Postan and 

Hatcher argue, "If we accept that Ricardo's irreversible trend of dim- 

inishing returns operated only so long and as so far as it remained 

unchecked by investment and innovation) then the absence of inno- 

vation and paucity of investment in medieval agriculture would go a 

long way to explain why the late-medieval recovery was so slow and 

tardy". 103 Yet, this seems to me to beg the question. For population 

101 H. E. Hallam, "The Postan Thesis", Hist. Studies [Australia and New Zealand], 

XV ( I 972), p. 222. 

102 As Neveux argues, "The sutvival of an abundant peasantry thus flows also from 

village conquests, a positive weakening of the seigneune . . . [The decline of seigneurial 

exactions thus] diminished the peasants' costs and contributed to maintaining a rela- 

tively dense population in the countryside, despite the exiguity of many plots. Con- 

sequently, the seigneurs submit to an economic impoverishment": Neveux, "Declin 

et reprise", pp. 36 39 (my italics). 
103 Postan and Hatcher, "Population and Class Relations in Feudal Society", p. 29. 

Le Roy Ladurie does not make this argument, but simply refers to the factor of disease. 
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drop-off should have brought cultivation back off the marginal on to 
the good lands and, by this very process, to have raised agricultural 
productivity. Correspondingly, the higher per capita income of the 
peasantry should have facilitated greater agricultural investment. 
Both of these mechanisms did take effect and did ultimately power 
a new demo-economic upsurge but only in the very long run, after 
a lag of at least a century. The question is, why the delay? 

This difficult problem is not yet fully resolved. Nonetheless, I 
would agree with Bois that the later medieval European-wide crisis 
of seigneurial revenues and its effects will have to be a central com- 
ponent of any adequate interpretation.104 Declining aristocratic in- 
comes, sooner or later, brought determined efforts everywhere on the 
part of the seigneurs to recoup their fortunes through aristocratic 
reorganization to squeeze the peasants and to wage intra-feudal war- 
fare more effectively. This was the so-called '4aristocratic reaction", 
to which I referred at length in my original essay.105 It tended to 
cause further disruption of the peasant productive forces, leading to 
additional demographic downturn thus a downward spiral reflect- 
ing the disequilibrium between the conflicting needs of conflicting 
social classes, not just between population and resources. 

On the other hand, the seigneurial crisis was not) as Bois claims, 
a simple and direct outcome of a more or less automatic and continu- 
ous process of "declining rate of feudal levy", but was bound up with 
the divergent evolutions of class relations. In some places the crisis 
of seigneurial incomes preceded population decline and was a more 
or less immediate outcome of peasant conquests and the resultant 
decline in the rate of rent. But elsewhere, where seigneurial powers 
and property had remained intact or been strengthened, a declining 
rate of rent and the seigneurial incomes crisis occurred only after the 

104 The persistence of the plague through much of the fifteenth century must also 
be central to any attempt at explanation. But even accepting that the plague was 
undoubtedly one important factor in preventing the reflux of population, is it proper 
to regard lt as wholly exogenous? This is at least questionable. For, as has often been 
pointed out, the outbreak of plague epidemics tended to be closely correlated with 
the onset of famines. In the fifteenth century, famine itself was generally the result of 
the ravages of war. The fact that the plague appears to have struck so lightly in 
fifteenth-century Flanders, which enjoyed unusually advanced agriculture and which 
largely avoided the disruptive effects of warfare, is one piece of pnma facie evidence 
for this connection. That the strength of the plague appears to have declined with the 
improYed nutrition of the masses and the end of the disruption caused by warfare in 
later fifteenth-century France is another. On the other hand, it seems also to be true 
that the plague struck fiercely in certain places and on certain occasions where there 
appears to have been no particular sign of malnutrition. Bois, Crise du feodalisme 
pp. 278-80; Le Roy Ladurie, C'Masses profondes: la paysannerie", pp. 488-97, 5II- 

; Neveux, "Declm et reprise", p. 9I. 
105 Brennern "Agrarian Class Structure and Economic Development in Pre-Indus- 

trial Europe", p. 5I; Bois) "Against the Neo-Malthusian Orthodoxy", p. 62, n. 7. I 
do not fully understand why Bois accuses me of neglecting the decline of seigneurial 
incomes and insisting on a difference between us on this point (even if we are not fully 
n accord on the causes). 
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downturn in population, which was itself the result partly of the 
tendency of productivity to decline and partly of the persistence of 
bubonic plague. At the same time, because feudal surplus extraction 
systems had taken different forms and operated with differing degrees 
of effectiveness in different places, the methods to which the seign- 
eurs could resort in order to counteract their income problems varied 
- with variable consequences for short-term production trends and 
long-term economic development. 

In northern France, the decline of seigneurial revenues began as 
early as the mid-thirteenth century, if not before.106 From the end 
of the thirteenth century, this decay was paralleled by anel in part 
conditioned the rapid rise of centralized monarchical taxation. The 
latter was radically intensified with the onset of the Hundred Years 
War. War itself met with the approval of many of the seigneurs, both 
large and small, because it could, in various ways, offer a way out of 
their economic difficulties through office in the state apparatus, or 
from the fruits of battle, especially the ransoming of wealthy pris- 
oners. lshus the state apparatus grew, became more effective and 
increased its exactions, with some of the revenues being used to offset 
the intensified seigneurial revenue crisis. Rising taxation, however, 
struck a peasant economy which was already stretched to the limit. 
By the early fourteenth century, precisely the weakness of seigneurial 
levies appears, as noted, to have allowed peasant population to ap- 
proach what were close to the highest possible levels, given the landed 
resources and level of technique (in any case levels not to be attained 
again, in some places, until the eighteenth century).107 As a result, 
the rising centralized levies had the effect of disrupting production 
and undermining population. During the middle third of the four- 
teenth century, decline became precipitate, with the invasion of for- 
eign troops, followed closely by plague, then further invasions leading 
to demographic devastation. 

Nevertheless, demographic drop-off failed to restore equilibrium. 
For it meant fewer taxpayers, so lower overall revenues to the seign- 
eurs, and thus an ever-greater need to recoup. In some places seign- 
eurs attempted to respond after I350 by tightening seigneurial con- 
trols and increasing decentralized levies, that is by restrengthening 
serfdom.108 But, in general, French lords did not have this option. 
The basic response was therefore to encourage, and try to take ad- 

106 See Neveux's comment that "The malaise of the seigneurie is long term . . . 
going back at least to the second quarter of the thirteenth century": Neveux, "Declin 
et reprise", p. 35. See also Bois, Crise dufeodalisme, pp. 200, 240; Fourquin, Campagnes 
de la region parisienne, p. I52. 

107 Le Roy Ladurie, "Masses profondes: la paysannerie", pp. 483-5. See also n. I02 
above. 

108 For seigneurial reaction in France via the intensification of decentralized 
lordship/serfdom, see references given in Brenner, "Agrarian Class Structure and 
Economic Development in Pre-Industrial Europe", p. 4I n. 26. 
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vantage of, the interconnected development of intensified warfare, 
the growth of monarchical taxation, and the buildup of the state 
machine (offices). In consequence, during the latter part of the four- 
teenth century and the earlier part of the fifteenth century, increasing 
taxation and increasingly destructive military campaigns, in relation- 
ship to the shrinking peasant productive base, set off an "infernal 
cycle" (Bois) of disequilibrium and decline) which repeated itself at 
intervals for a century, and reached catastrophic proportions in the 
I430S and I440S. The acceleration of political centralization for pol- 
itical accumulation thus short-circuited the needed Malthusian ad- 
justment, and plunged the system instead into long-term and gen- 
eralized crisis. 109 

In England, in contrast to France, signs that seigneurial revenues 
were under pressure, stagnating or falling) apparently began to appear 
only several decades into the fourteenth century, if then another 
indication, perhaps, of the relatively well-entrenched position of the 
English lords vis-a-vas their peasants.1l0 This was about the same 
time that population seems to have reached its limit and begun to 
decline, and it is possible that the two phenomena are related. Even 
so) it is hardly certain that a broad threat to feudal incomes appeared 
before the plagues of the mid-fourteenth century and after, which 
brought a drastic population drop-off, and thus downward pressure 
on rents of all kinds. Not surprisingly, these took the form of en- 
deavours to strengthen lordly political organization in order to use 
the already existing machinery of decentralized surplus extraction by 
extra-economic compulsion. Efforts were made to hold down peasant 
mobility, to set wage ceilings, and to control intra-lord competition 
for labour-in order to increase, or at least maintain, old rent 
levels. 111 

Thus, contrary to what the demographic interpreters might lead 
us to expect, population drop-off in England after I349 did not in 
many places bring about an immediate, corresponding decline in lev- 
ies. It is, indeed, in connection with increasing seigneurial extra-econ- 
omic pressures on and controls over the peasants, that historians have 
tended to account for the maintenance of rents at old, pre-plague 
levels, sometimes well into the I380S on various estates around the 
country despite the drastic demographic decline.1l2 This partially 

109 Bois lays bare the foregoing interconnected processes superbly well in Crise du 
feodalisme, esp. chs. IO-I3. I am greatly indebted to his account. See also Neveux 
"Declin et reprise", pp. 55 ff. 

110 Hilton, "Crisis of Feudalism", pp. I2-I3, n. I8. The timing should once again 
be compared to that of France. 

Hilton, Decline of Serfdom, pp. 35-42 
112 See, for example, J. Ambrose Raftis, Tenure and Mobili: Studies in the Social 

History of the Medieual Village (Toronto, I964), pp. I39- ff.; Hilton, Declim of 
Serfdom, pp. 35-42. In Harveys's words, 'iMany of the tenurial arrangements . . . 
defied the economic realities of the time. Rent did not fall equally with the demand for 

(cont. on p. 66) 
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successful attempt to maintain old rent levels in the face of rapidly 

declining population may have caused some dislocation of peasant 

production, undermining its ability to recover economically or de- 

mographically despite the more favourable land/labour ratio. This 

may have set in motion, to some extent, the same sort of downward 

spiral as was charted in France, at least for a time. 
Nevertheless, economic disruption appears to have been signifi- 

cantly less severe in England than in France. Population density had 

not in general reached such high levels as were attained in France: 

very likely, the high levels of seigneurial levy through the early four- 

teenth century prevented the same degree of demographic expansion. 

Nor did the rate of feudal levy (rents plus taxes) increase in England 

after I350 to anything like the extent it appears to have done in 

France, and certainly not for any extended period. Nor did the Eng- 

lish countryside suffer the devastations of war experienced in France, 

since the Hundred Years War was fought on French soil.1l3 More- 

over, by the early part of the fifteenth century the seigneurial reaction 

had failed, broken by peasant resistance, as well as peasant mobility. 

(This is an indication perhaps of the inferiority of the English decen- 

tralized form of surplus extraction, however well-organized and uni- 

fied, in comparison with the newly emergent French centralized sys- 

tem of surplus extraction (tax/office) especially under the 

conditions of relative depopulation of the later middle ages.) The 

lords could extract only much lower, now basically economic, con- 

tractual rents. There was no development of a centralized state tax 

machine. The ruling class as a whole was forced to recoup their in- 

comes by other means - by foreign military interventions and ulti- 

mately (relatively small-scale) civil war. Ironically, it may have been 

the long-term inability of the English aristocracy to step up surplus 

extraction by extra-economic force vis-a-vis the peasantry by inten- 

sifying serfdom, combined with the English lords' merely short-terrn 

success in solving their financial crisis by military means abroad, 

which prevented the sort of economic catastrophes that were experi- 

enced in some places on the Continent in this period. 
In east Elbian Germany, there is still another pattern. Medieval 

demographic and economic development in this area appears to have 

been strongly influenced by west European trends, due to its heavy 

reliance on colonization from the west. As a result, the timing of the 

crisis in east Germany appears to have been somewhat delayed; it 

took a somewhat different form; and it had a very different outcome 

from that in the west. Demographic stagnation and ultimately down- 
(n. 112 cont.) 

land after I 348) if they fell at all; villeins continued to be asked for, and to pay, rents 

that the monks of Westminster had no hope of exacting from tenants holding on 

contractual terms": Harvey, Westminster Abbey and its Estates in the Middle Ages, p. 

268, and also pp. 262-4. 

113 Bois, "Against the Neo-Malthusian Orthodoxy", p. 65. 
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turn in east Germany seems to have followed upon the end of popu- 
lation growth in the west, and it manifested itself rather clearly in the 
later fourteenth century with the drying up of colonization.1l4 This 
naturally posed a great threat to seigneurial incomes. For, in the east, 
development had taken place on the basis of what was perforce a 
highly attentuated form of lordship. The problem for the lords was 
to make profitable unsettled lands. They had had little choice, there- 
fore, but to offer peasant settlers favourable terms: fixed dues and 
free status (the so-called "Germanic Law"). Still, so long as popula- 
tion grew, both lords and peasants could benefit in a situation of 
plentiful land. 115 Under these conditions, there appears to have been 
little incentive for the development of the lords' self-organization) 
centralization for purposes of "political accumulation". States re- 
mained, by and large, extremely weak and the nascent aristocracy 
was notoriously disorganized, incoherent, undisciplined. 

But from the later fourteenth century, population growth sharply 
decelerated. In contrast with the west, the explanation for this appears 
only to a slight extent connected with problems of declining produc- 
tivity; for in the east there were still masses of unsettled land to 
colonize. It was in part the plagues, but apparently above all the sharp 
slow-down of immigration, consequent upon the generalized demo- 
economic downturn in the west, which set off in the east the same 
sort of cycle of decline which was already taking place in the west, 
with correspondingly disruptive economic and demographic conse- 
quences. Lords experienced declining revenues, and they attempted 
to respond by taking "extra-economic" measures. Lacking any 
well-developed centralized state apparatus to turn to (for enhanced 
income from offices and taxation), the lords of eastern Europe tried 
to increase their exactions from the peasantry by intensifying serf- 
dom. At the same time, they stepped up their attacks upon one 
another, while largely dismantling what little there had been of mon- 
archies or unified states (the decay of the Teutonic Order in the fif- 
teenth century is only the most spectacular case in point). Finally, 
they organized for war externally, and the devastations of the military 
campaigns appear to have had particularly disruptive effects on pro- 

114 F. L. Carsten, The Origins of Prussia (Oxford, I954), pp. IOI-2, Il4 and, in 
general, ch. 8; Postan, "Economic Relations between Eastern and Western Europe" 
p. I49: M. Malowist, "The Economic and Social Development of the Baltic Countries 
from the Fifteenth to the Seventeenth Centuries", Econ. Hist. Reu., 2nd ser., xii 
(I959), p. I8I. It should not be assumed that population downturn was universal in 
north-eastern Europe in the later middle ages. For example, Poland, in contrast to 
eastern Germany (Mecklenberg, Pomerania, Brandenburg, Prussia), may not have 
experienced any serlous break in its demographic growth through the sixteenth cent- 
ury. I. Giezysztorowa, "Research into the Demographic History of Poland: A Pro- 
visional Summing Up," Acta Poloniae historica, xviii (I968), pp. IO-I I, and passim. 

115 For a recent discussion, see At. Malowist, "Problems of the Growth of the 
National Economy of Central-Eastern Europe in the Later Middle Ages",.{1. European 
Econ. Htst., iii (I974), pp. 322-9. See also Carsten, Origins of Prussia. 
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duction and population. Their revenues further threatened, the lords 
made renewed attempts to recoup at the expense of the peasants and 
one another leading to the familiar downward spiral of eco-demo- 
graphic disequilibrium and decline.1l6 

III 
THE OUTCOME OF FEUDAL CRISIS AND SUBSEQUENT PATTERNS OF 

DEVELOPMENT 

From the middle of the fifteenth century, in much of western 
Europe, the conditions making for crisis finally receded, and there 
was a new period of economic upturn. Peasant cultivation had drawn 
back on to the better lands, making for the potential of increased 
productivity; the incidence and destructiveness of civil and external 
warfare seems to have abated somewhat, reflecting perhaps the ex- 
haustion and temporary disarray of the nobility; the levels of 
ruling-class exactions from the peasants appear to have declined cor- 
respondingly, at least temporarily; and the impact of the plagues 
appears to have diminished. There occurred a new period of popu- 
lation increase and expansion of cultivation, leading to the growth of 
production with a concomitant increase in the incomes of both the 
lord and peasant classes. The consequent growth in demand provided 
the basis for a new era of expansion of European commerce. The 
latter reached far beyond its previous limits, especially to the Ameri- 
cas and over the sea route to the east. In important respects, however, 
the European commercial economy of the early modern period re- 
tained much of its medieval character. It remained heavily focused 
on the production of high-quality textiles (now made especially in 
England and Holland), as well as wine (from France), supplemented 
by silks and spices brought in from the east. These goods, which were 
heavily, though not solely, oriented toward ruling-class consumption 
were, grosso modo, exchanged for basic food products, supplied by a 
radically expanding grain market, now profoundly involving the agri- 
culture of eastern Europe. 

It was my argument that the divergent economic responses, in 
different European regions, to the opportunities and dangers opened 
up by the new period of economic expansion were critically condi- 

116 Carsten, Origins of Prussia, ch. 8; M. Biskup, "Polish Research Work on the 
History of the Teutonic Order State Organization in Prussia", Acta Poloniae historica 
ii (I960), pp. 95-9, where are summarized, in particular, the studies on the question 
of the manpower shortage in Prussia in the fifteenth century by B. Geremek. Geremek 
emphasizes the importance of warfare in causing the demographic decline in the early 
fifteenth century: B. Geremek, "Manpower Problem in Prussia in the First Half of 
the Fifteenth Century" (in Polish), Przeglad historyczny, xlviii fasc. 2 (I957). I wish to 
thank Ms. Kasha Seibert for translating this article for me. See, to a similar effect, H. 
Helmut Wachter, Ostpreussische Domanenvorwerke im I6 und I7 3'ahrhundert (Wurz- 
burg, I958), p. I5- 
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tioned by the agrarian property settlements, the systems of surplus 
extraction, which emerged from the crisis of seigneurial incomes of 
the later medieval period. These settlements themselves represented, 
to a significant degree, the outcome of divergent long-term processes 
of agrarian class formation and class conflict processes in which 
the peasantry of the different regions of Europe had been able to 
limit, to a greater or lesser degree, the form and the strength of the 
structures which could be developed by the ruling class to extract a 
surplus to ensure their reproduction. At the same time, it appears 
that in every case the rise of serfdom in eastern Europe, the rise 
of absolutism in connection with the consolidation of peasant prop- 
erty in France, the development of classically capitalist relations on 
the land in connection with the emergence of a new form of unified 
state in England-the newly emergent systems of surplus extraction 
manifested a significantly higher level of ruling-class self-organiza- 
tion, of self-centralization, than had previously been attained in that 
region-and may thus be seen, at least from one angle, to mark a 
continuation, if not a culmination, of the general feudal tendency in 
this direction. Finally, the different systems of property which were 
established were responsible, in my view, for structuring widely di- 
vergent patterns of economic evolution in the different regions-the 
impositions of different forms of agricultural involution and ulti- 
mately "general crisis" on most of the Continent, the critical break- 
through to self-sustaining growth in England. 

(III.I) THE ROOTS OF THE DIVERGENCES 

(III.I.I) The Rise and Decline of Serfdom: East versus West 
For some reason Postan and Hatcher deny that the population 

drop-off, especially from the fifteenth century, and the accompanying 
threat to seigneurial incomes, was a critical inducement for the move- 
ment towards enserfing the peasants in east Elbian Germany the 
use of "extra-economic" jurisdictional rights in order to extract a 
surplus in the face of demographically induced downward pressures 
on rents and upward pressure on wages.1l7 Nonetheless, it is no 
coincidence that in Prussia, for example, the first in a long series of 
governmental ordinances aiming to strengthen lordly controls over 
the peasantry (especially by limiting mobility in various ways), so as 
to buttress lordly rent exactions, was issued in the wake of the first 
sharp demographic losses that came with the wars of the first decades 
of the fifteenth century. These ordinances explicitly refer to the short- 
age of labour as their justification and explanatiorl. 118 

117 Postan and Hatcher, "Population and Class Relations in Feudal Society", p. 27; 
see also n. I6 above. 

118 Carsten, Origins of Prussia, ch. 8; Geremek, "Manpower Problem in Prussia", 
passtm. 
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Moreover, despite what Postan and Hatcher imply, there seems to 
be agreement among historians that during the second half of the 
fifteenth century the lords began to succeed in subjecting the Prussian 
peasants to more severe controls and heavier dues in the face of, and 
despite, sharply reduced population levels. Certainly, the rise of serfdom 
in eastern Germany did not depend upon a new period of population 
upturn; serfdom had been firmly established long before population 
began to rise again, towards the middle of the sixteenth century. 
Precise data is difficult to come by. But, for example, in Samland, 
where the seigneurial offensive was pursued early and vigorously, we 
know that the population in I525 remained approximately one-third 
below its level of I400. Yet, in the intervening period, serfdom had 
been intensified and had become a fact of life for a large section of 
the peasantry of the region.ll9 It was, of course, this installation of 
serfdom in east Germany under conditions of demographic slump 
which led me to call into question the widely held view that the 
corresponding population drop-off in western Europe could, in itself, 
have accounted for the accompanying decline of serfdom. 

To begin to explain why the lords of late fourteenth- and 
fifteenth-century western Europe were unable to respond to the seig- 
neurial revenue crisis by strengthening serfdom, despite their attempts 
to do so, while their counterparts in east Elbian Europe were indeed 
able to succeed, my account focused on the relatively recent devel- 
opment of the latter region, and especially its colonial character. The 
lords of north-east Europe eastern Germany, as well as Poland 

had led and controlled from the start a belated process of agrarian 
development, imposing "artificial", rationally laid out forms of peas- 
ant settlement. In contrast, their counterparts in western Europe had 
to impose their power "from the outside", against peasant com- 
munities which were longer established and better organized with 

119 Heide Wunder, who in her critique (see below) is concerned to emphasize the 
simllarlty between east and west German developments at the end of the middle ages 
nonetheless summarizes the evolution in the east from the later fifteenth century in a 
way which brings out its distinctiveness: "All groups [among the peasantry] saw them- 
selves confronted by a social levelling of the previous rural social order, which brought 
with it social insecurity. The tendency of this social levelling was downwards, the reverse 
therefore of the upward levelling tendency since the fourteenth century . . . The peasants 
and freemen sought by means of their rebellion [I525] to reverse this levelling pro- 
cess . . .": H. Wunder, "The Mentality of Rebellious Peasants: The Samland Peasant 
Rebellion of I525", in B. Scribner and G. Benecke (eds.), The German Peasant War 
of I525. New Viewpoints (London, I979), p. I55 (my italics). For further material on 
population decline and the deterioration of the peasants' position in the later fifteenth 
century, see H. Wunder, "Zur Mentalitat aufstandischer Bauern: Moglichkeiten der 
Zusammenarbeit von Geschichtswissenschaft und Anthropologie, dargestellt am Beis- 
piel des samlandischen Bauernaufstandes von I525", Geschichte und Gesellschaft, Son- 
derheft I, Der deutsche Bauernkrieg, I524-ISX6 (I975), pp. 22, 32; H. Wunder, "Der 
samlandische Bauernaufstand von I525: Entwurf fur eine sozialgeschichtliche For- 
schungsstrategie", in R. Wohlfeil (ed.), Der Bauernkrieg, I524-IS26: Bauernkrieg und 
Reformation (Munich, I975), pp. I53, I62-3; Geremek, "Manpower Problem in Prus- 
Sla", pp. 23I-2 ff. 
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established traditions of (often successful) struggle for their rights. 
As a result, the eastern lords had the possibility of solving their rev- 
enue problems through enserfing the peasants, whereas this option 
was foreclosed to those in the west by the relatively greater strength 
of the western peasants. The eastern lords actually were able to ac- 
complish this task largely by means of politically reorganizing them- 
selves, especially through developing new forms of feudal state. 120 

Heide Wunder finds this account contradictory. If the east Elbian 
German peasants were, at the start, by my own admission, the freest 
in western Europe, how could they also be so ripe for enserfment? 
Wunder points especially to the fact that the east Elbian peasants 
received from their lords, upon their settling, very broad grants of 
liberties. 121 

There is in my view, however, nothing inconsistent about arguing 
that peasants could gain initially excellent conditions, yet remain es- 
sentially weak as a class over and against the lords. The lords were 
obliged to offer favourable terms to induce colonists to settle, and it 
was in their interest to do so. Indeed, so long as they could attract a 
steady flow of new settlers to open as yet uncultivated land, they 
could, over an extended period, take a relaxed approach to their 
peasants, benefiting from increased lands in production and perhaps 
improved productivity, while avoiding the costs of coercion. Yet this 
does not gainsay the fact that these conditions were granted by the 
lords (for their own reasons), that the peasants received them from the 
lords. This was a very different process from that which occurred in 
many places in the west, where the peasants often extracted their gains 
from the lords by means of successful resistance, requiring the self- 
organization of the community over a very long run. In consequence 
the peasants in the east were at a disadvantage when the lords changed 
their policy in the direction of greater exactions and controls,122 in 
order to deal with their problem of labour scarcity. 123 

120 Brenner, "Agrarian Class Structure and Economic Development in Pre-Indus- 
trial Europe", pp. 56-60. 

121 Wunder, "Peasant Organization and Class Conflict in East and West Germany", 
p. 48. 

122 For cases in the west where the lords successfully made similar reversals in 
policy, see Searle, Lordship and Communit, pp. 45-68; Duby, Rural Economy and 
Countty Life in the Medieval West, pp. I I 3- I4. 

123 In this light, Wunder's reference to the Handfeste the original settlement 
contracts which granted the east German peasants their freedoms seems to miss the 
point; for it appears to confuse the question offormal rights (granted to attract settlers) 
with actual social and power relations. The Handfeste manifested the lords' initial need 
for labour, but they tell us little about the subsequent evolution of forces. A historian 
of the region has drily remarked of the Handfeste: "their content is of an almost barren 
similarity, and the last one that one reads says hardly more about the legal relationships 
of the vlllage community than does the first one". By contrast, the granting of the 
peasant charters of the west, the Weistumer, reflect in general the outcome of a process 
of struggle, constituting direct evidence that the peasants had won their demands. 
Wunder, "Peasant Organization and Class Conflict in East and West Germany", p. 
49; H. Patze, "Die deutsche bauerliche Gemeinde", in T. Mayer (ed.), Die Anfange 
tler Landgemeinde und ihr Wesen, 2 vols. (Stuttgart, I964), i, p. I50. 
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As to the long-term basis for the relatively weaker position of the 
peasants vis-a-vis the lords in east as compared to west Germany, 
Wunder has rightly pointed out that my reference to the spread in 
the east of the particular Waldhufen type of village community in 
which peasant production was organized on a significantly more in- 
dividualistic and less communally regulated basis than elsewhere 
can provide at best part of the explanation. For, as she states, these 
were far from universal in the region.124 Nonetheless, Wunder does 
seem to agree that settlement in the west was far denser than in the 
east. Nor does she appear to dispute the fact that in the west there 
was quite commonly a lack of correspondence between village and 
lordship, while, in contrast, a one-to-one lord-to-village relationship 
was the norm in the east. This disparity between lordship and village 
in the west led to divided authority and gave the western peasants 
certain potentials for manoeuvre apparently unavailable to their east- 
ern counterparts. The west European peasants could stand united as 
a village against a lord who could claim jurisdiction over only part of 
the village or, put another way, against lords whose jurisdiction 
over the village was divided and perhaps competitive. In addition, 
the peasants could, and did, more easily develop solidarity across 
villages than could the various lords of these villages, who might be 
frustrated and disorganized by the maze of separate jurisdictions 
through which they, individually, dominated the villagers. These 
differences which put the east European peasantry at a disadvantage 
relative to their west European counterparts do seem to be connected 
with the later development of the region and its development as a 
colonial area. Indeed, the lords direct operation of the colonization 
process in the east appears to have allowed them, consciously or un- 
consciously, to establish a pattern of settlement which in the long run 
facilitated their domination over the region's economy. 

I attempted to give further indications of the possible significance 
for subsequent development of the differential evolutions of lord- 
peasant relations in east as compared to west Europe by showing that 
the only area in eastern Germany where there was a significant peasant 
outbreak at the time of the Great Peasant Wars in I525 that is, 
east Prussia had experienced an agrarian evolution which distin- 
guished both its lord and peasant classes from those of the rest of the 
region. The Teutonic Knights who settled east Prussia carried out a 
highly distinctive policy of colonization and development. As much 
as possible they aimed to build their regime directly upon peasant 
producers and to forestall the emergence of a lordly or knightly class 
which might prove competitive. It seems likely that this made for a 
peasantry in the Teutonic lands which was more strongly entrenched 

124 Wunder, "Peasant Organization and Class Conflict in East and West Germany", 
PP 49-50. 
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than those of the other regions of east Elbian Germany.125 When, 
during the fifteenth century, the Teutonic Order gradually disinte- 
grated and a new class of knightly landowners began to establish 
themselves in its place, this peasantry may have found some tempor- 
ary room to manoeuvre unavailable to its counterparts elsewhere in 
eastern Germany.126 

Furthermore, pace Wunder, it appears to me no accident that the 
Peasant Revolt of I525 in east Prussia was centred in Samland, for 
this area was dominated by Prussian peasants, with cohesive com- 
munities which had a long history that preceded the Germans' col- 
onization process, and which remained relatively unaffected by that 
process. Wunder does admit that the Prussian communities were the 
most thickly populated in the east. However, she argues that they 
cannot be considered strong, for the political liberties granted to the 
Prussian peasants by the Teutonic Order were less far-reaching than 
those which were granted to the German settlers in the same territory. 
But this is again, in my view, to confuseformal rights with evidence 
of actual social relationships of social power. 127 The Prussian com- 
munities retained some of their old solidarities at the communal and 
extra-communal level, and this gave them resources for resistance. In 
particular, there seems to be evidence that the older organizational 
forms were maintained by the Prussian peasants, not only the Prus- 
sian freemen (the big "peasant" elite between the Prussian peasants 
and Teutonic knights to whom Wunder wishes to call special atten- 
tion).128 In any case all evidence, including that offered by Wunder 
(see below), indicates that the German settlers barely penetrated the 
Samland region. As Wenskus concludes, "the German colonization 
had only very little influence, so that the old Prussian relationships 
were long able to remain undisturbed''.129 

Continuing her criticism along the same line, Wunder argues that 
"all sections of the peasantry in this multi-ethnic region [Samland] 
took part in the rising the German peasants, the Prussian peasants, 
and also the Prussian freemen . . .".130 But surely this is misleading. 

125 Carsten, Origins of Prussia, pp. 54, 57-78, 60-I, 70-3; Friedrich-Wilhelm Hen- 
ning, Herrschaft und Bauernuntertanigheit: Beitrage zur Geschichte der Herrschaftsver- 
haltnisse in den landlichen Bereichen Ostpreussens und des Furstentums Paderborn von I800 
(Wurzburg, I964), pp. 36-7. 

126 Carsten, Origins of Prussia, pp. 89-I48- Wunder, "Samlandische Bauernauf- 
stand", pp. I62-3; Wunder, "Zur Mentalitat aufstandischer Bauern", pp. 29-32; Hen- 
ning, Herrschaft und Bauernuntertanigheit, pp. 4I-9 ff. 

127 Wunder, "Peasant Organization and Class Conflict in East and West Germany", 
Pp. 5 I -2. 

128 R. Wenskus, "Kleinverbande und Kleinraume bei den Prussen des Samlandes" 
in Mayer (ed.), Anfange der Landgemeinde und ihr Wesen, i, pp. 220, 227-32. 

129 Ibid., p. 202. For Wunder's evidence to same effect, see her "Zur Mentalitat 
aufstandischer Bauern", p. 22 and n. 53. 

130 Wunder, "Peasant Organization and Class Conflict in East and West Germany", 
p. 5I- 
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Wunder has elsewhere analysed the participants in the revolt. By her evidence, there seem to have been about 2,500 who took part in the peasants' army. It seems likely, she says, that alnost all of the 300 or so Prussian freemen resident in Samland where the revolt was mostly based were active. On the other hand she also points out that "the number of German peasants participating cannot have been al- together that great, in that relatively few German new settlements were present, [and those] primarily in the easterly territorial area" (whereas the revolt was centred in the western part of Samland).l3l This leads unavoidably to the conclusion that the majority of the activists in the revolt were mere Prussian peasants. I see no reason to contest Wunder's view that the Prussian freemen-who constituted a distinct layer in the population with unusually broad political and commercial connections beyond the villages-played a key organ- izing role in the rising. Nevertheless, I do not see how the position of leadership they apparently assumed in any way runs counter to my argument concerning the significance of relatively strongly organized Prussian communities; it seems merely to amplify it. But the main point is that Wunder's critique fails almost entirely to come to terms with the central issues at stake. In I525 there were massive peasant revolts throughout much of west Germany, but none in east Germany, with the one exception (Samland) to which I re- ferred. Why was there, relatively, so little opposition in the east, as compared to the west? Why did opposition develop in the Samland Prussian peasant communities, but virtually nowhere else? After all, at this time the free German peasants of the east Elbian region in general and Prussia in particular the peasantry both big and small - were also undergoing a significant deterioration in their position.l32 Why did they not rebel? Finally, the key question: why was it that in west Germany the long-term trench warfare of peasant communities with the lords left the peasantry with some 90 per cent of the land and only minor dues owed to their immediate lords, while in the east the tables were turned and serfdom rose with a vengeance? Wunder refers to the grain trade as the basic condition for the rise of serfdom in eastern Germany. She also points out that from the later middle ages the seigneurs' problems of declining revenues forced them to seek new solutions.l33 However, she does not explain why enserfing the peasants was a viable option for the east European lords, when it does not appear to have been one for their counterparts in the west, who had similar problems and similar incentives. After all, 
131 Wunder, "Zur Mentalitat aufstandischer Bauern", p. 22 and n. 53; Wenskus, "Kleinverbande und Kleinraume", pp. 202-3. 
132 Wunder, "Zur Mentalitat aufstandischer Bauern", p. 32; Wunder, "Samlan- dische Bauernaufstand", p. I63 . 
133 Wunder, "Peasant Organization and Class Conflict in East and West Germany", PP 53-4 
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the opportunities arising from the developing grain market, as well 
as the problems of declining seigneurial revenues, presented the same 
powerful incentives from Normandy to Poland and beyond. Yet, 
despite their attempts, the lords of western Europe nowhere suc- 
ceeded in re-establishing serfdom. Indeed, in some places it was the 
peasants, and not the lords, who consolidated their position and who 
thereby gained access to the expanding grain export markets. It is 
odd that in his contribution Postan could also fall back upon the grain 
trade to explain the different developments in east and west Europe, 
since he has devoted so much of his own work to demolishing the 
notion of a direct correlation between the development of commerce 
and either the emergence or the decline of serfdom and since he 
has only very recently explicitly denied that the distinctive evolution 
in the east can be explained by the world commerce in grain.134 
Economic needs or desires cannot explain their own satisfaction, nor 
can opportunities account for the capacity to take advantage of them. 
As Postan writes, "The divergence between East and West . . . was 
not, however, the result of spontaneous economic change; it was 
brought about by the exercise of the landlords' power".135 

In fact, the lords of eastern Europe were, in the end, able to enserf 
the peasants only by means of stepping up the level of their own 
political organization. The crisis of seigneurial revenues had led, 
sooner or later, to the disintegration of even the strongest monarchies 
of medieval eastern Europe, leaving no potential for the growth of 
absolutism in the east. Instead, we find a dual development taking 
place throughout the region from the later medieval period. First, 
there was a long-term development of intra-lordly cohesion at the 
local and provincial levels. This was classically manifested in Poland, 
with the growing strength and importance of the local and provincial 
diets. Secondly, there was the consolidation of lordly power at the 
national level through the rise of the estates, a phenomenon which 
was nearly universal in eastern Europe. In creating these governing 
institutions, the lords of eastern Europe constructed a form of state 
peculiarly appropriate to their rather simple needs. It was a form in 
which they could represent themselves in the most immediate and 
direct way, and through which they could make certain that their 
rights over their land and peasants were protected, while ensuring 
that the costs of any state administrative apparatus could be kept to 
a minimum (a task naturally complicated by their tendency to in- 
volvement in warfare). 136 It was, finally, a form of state which differed 
significantly from those which were emerging throughout most of 

34 See n. I6 above. 
35 Postan "Economic Relations between Eastern and Western Europe", p. I74. 

136 J. Bariach, "Gouvernants et gouvernes en Pologne au moyen age et aux temps 
modernes", Recueils de la Societe3tean Bodin, xxv (I965), pp. 255-85, esp. pp. 273-4; 
Carsten, Ortgtns of Prussta) ch. I2. 
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western Europe. Nonetheless, it was similar to the states of the west 
in one crucial respect: that is, in manifesting a qualitative advance in 
the self-consciousness and self-organization of the aristocracy, an ad- 
vance apparently everywhere necessary to ensure the aristocracy's 
continuing dominance and capacity for reproduction, in the wake of 
the seigneurial crisis and peasant resistance of the later medieval 
period. 

The eastern lords' political reorganization allowed them to benefit 
from the trans-European economic upturn of the sixteenth century. 
But their increased capacity for surplus extraction by means of 
extra-economic compulsion and for "political accumulation" created 
the potential, over the longer run, for economic disruption. Agricul- 
tural growth on the basis of expanding demesnes and increasing 
labour services offered only the most restricted possibilities for de- 
velopment. By the I560S and I570S, Poland's national output appears 
to have reached its outer limit (not to be attained again until the 
eighteenth century). From this point onwards, the growth of the 
lords' product depended upon redistributive measures and was 
achieved largely by increasing the size of the demesnes directly at the 
expense of the peasants' plots, thereby eroding the system's chief 
productive forces (peasant labour and animals). Poland's experience, 
moreover, appears to have typified that of the north-east European 
region. Precipitately declining productivity everywhere called forth 
the familiar "political" remedies. Increased levies on the peasantry, 
intensified struggles within the ruling classes, and external warfare 
issued in economic regression and the east European version of the 
"general crisis of the seventeenth century". 137 

(III.I.2) The Rise of Capitalist Property Relations on the Land: 
England versus France 
Bois, for all his disagreements, accepts my argument that the 

emergence of different class-productive structures in England and 
France lay behind their divergent patterns of economic evolution in 
the early modern era and he accepts, in part, my account of the 
historical roots of these developments. Bois appears to agree that a 
successful drive towards undermining the possessing peasantry and 
establishing capitalist class relations lay behind the transformation of 
agriculture and rising agricultural productivity in early modern Eng- 
land. He also agrees that the consolidation of production based on 
small peasant possessors, especially in relationship to now-centralized 

137 A. Maczak, "Export of Grain and the Problem of Distribution of National In- 
come in the Years I550-I650", Acta Poloniae historica, XViii (I968); J. Topolski, "La 
regression economique en Pologne du XVI' au XVIII' siecles", Acta Poloniae historica 
Vii (I962)- L. Zytkowicz, "An Investigation of Agricultural Production in Masovia in 
the First kalf of the I7th Century", Acta Poloniae historica, XViii (I968); E. Le Roy 
Ladurie and J. Goy, Tithes and Agrarian Histoty (Cambridge, I982), pp. I22-3. 
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surplus extraction by the absolutist state (as well, we should add, as 
the "squeezing" by landlords of tenants where the former owned the 
land), was responsible for continuing agricultural stagnation and 
eventually agrarian crisis in France.138 The thrust of his criticism, 
however, is that these divergent evolutions become comprehensible 
only when interpreted in light of his overall schema for feudal devel- 
opment, centred on the tendency to a falling rate of feudal rent. 

France. As I did in my essay, Bois links the failure of French 
agriculture to respond more successfully to the rise of prices and of 
markets in the early sixteenth century largely to the entrenched posi- 
tion of the peasantry. But Bois's interpretation of the latter reveals, 
in my view, the mechanistic tendency of his overall approach. He 
says, "the peasants resisted expropriation here better than elsewhere, 
because the tenants were already beginning to appear as proprietors 
(an effect, in thefinal analysis, ofthe long-termfall in the rate of levy)". 139 

It seems to me that Bois's causal chain is here set out back to front. 
The falling rate of feudal levy which the lords were unable to coun- 
teract in the first part of the sixteenth century was the result, not the 
cause, of the peasants' increasingly effective proprietorship in the 
land. This proprietorship was not, of course, a new development in 
the sixteenth century, but represented the outcome of a long process 
whereby the lords' various levies were fixed and the peasants' tenure 
became hereditary. Indeed, already by the latter part of the thirteenth 
century, cens tenure had been recognized as tantamount to full prop- 
erty through much of the north of France. 140 And what of the sources 
of this proprietorship? Bois professes disdain at my accounting for it, 
in part, through reference to the long history of struggles of peasant 
communities on the Continent against an initially disorganized feudal 
ruling class. Yet, can he really propose a "falling rate of feudal levy" 
apart from this history of struggle and its effects? 

Bois implies that the security of tenure of the French peasantry in 
the sixteenth century may be explained further by a certain laxity on 
the part of the lords, attributable, in turn, to the benefits some of 
them could derive from the absolutist state. He says that "the lords, 
who had found some measure of salvation in the service of the state, 
were less inclined than elsewhere to explore new economic 
avenues''.14l Nonetheless, this formulation is misleading. For the 
lords' "inclinations" were structured by their class position in 
particular, by their limited capacity to exert class power against the 
peasants. 

138 Bois, "Against the Neo-Malthusian Orthodoxy", pp. 6I-2; Bois, Crise du feo- 
daltsme, p. 347, and "Conclusion generale". 

39 Bois, "Against the Neo-Malthusian Orthodoxy", p. 66 (my italics). 
140 Fourquin, Lordship and Feudalism, pp. I89-92; Fourquin, Campagnes de la region 

partstenne, pp. I 75-6, I 79. 
141 Bois, "Against the Neo-Malthusian Orthodoxy", p. 66 (my italics). 
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Whatever their access to revenues from state office, the French 
lords would, in any case, certainly have wished to expropriate their 
peasant tenants. For this was the only way they could position them- 
selves to raise rents from their land. As it was, powerful peasant 
tenure determined hereditarily fixed dues, thus exiguous and, in the 
face of inflation, declining customary rents-"a declining rate of 
feudal levy". As Bois himself points out, during the early sixteenth 
century the lords made systematic and powerful attempts to evict their 
tenants. Yet, as a rule, they were unable to succeed, in large part 
because of the strength of the peasantry, sometimes manifested in 
successful peasant revolts. 142 

It was precisely the ensconced position of the peasantry which 
compelled the lords to turn to the state for revenues. Many of them 
had only small demesnes. And they could not, locally and individu- 
ally, successfully raise levies on customary tenures. To extract a sur- 
plus from the customary peasantry, the lords had to turn to the con- 
centrated power of the state apparatus (tax/office). 

The lords' involvement with state office and taxation had, however, 
further important implications for the strength of the peasantry in 
the localities (especially the security of peasant tenures), thus for the 
lords' abilities to expel them from the land, and ultimately for the 
economic potential of peasant production. For as the lords turned to 
state office and state taxation, they tended through that process to 
strengthen the overall power of the monarchical adminstration, and 
thus monarchical jurisdiction. The result was to clip the wings of the 
lords' local jurisdiction, further reducing their ability to move against 
peasant possessors. As Bois is obliged to admit, although "the state 
remains, for the most part, the instrument of feudalism", it is also 
the case that the "use to which this instrument was actually put served 
in the long term to weaken feudalism by competing with direct seig- 
neurial extraction". 143 This was, of course, the point I tried to make 
(and for which I was nevertheless chastised by Bois). 

Now, Croot and Parker deny that the French monarchy was a 
significant force for peasant protection and go so far as to deny that 
French peasants had stronger property rights than their English coun- 
terparts. But rather than offering evidence for their position, they 

142 Cooper is therefore wrong to attempt to use evidence gathered by Bois to prove 
that lords could indeed expel their tenants. He confuses the desire to do so with the 
abiliw to do so. Cooper, "In Search of Agrarian Capitalism", p. 37. As Bois states: 
"What I was able to observe in Normandy fully accords with his [Brenner's] analysis: 
from I 520-30 one can see the beginnings of a tendency towards the expulsion of peasant 
farmers (a faint echo of the British enclosure movement), which in the end encountered 
fierce peasant resistance . . . This is the same class struggle as occurred in England, 
but the result is different because the peasantry in France proved to be very strong": 
Bois, "Against the Neo-Malthusian Orthodoxy", p. 62. For a nearly identical state- 
ment, see Bois, Cnse du feodalisme, p. 347. 

143 Quote from Bois, "Against the Neo-Malthusian Orthodoxyf', p. I2 n. I2. 
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content themselves with pointing out that, in the long run, royal 
taxation of the land had the effect of ruining part of the French 
peasantry. This is just what I myself asserted. 144 But it simply does 
not follow that because monarchical taxation undermined peasant 
property (especially over the long run), that monarchical judicial in- 
tervention did not also enforce peasant rights, thus protecting peasant 
property. 

In fact, Croot and Parker never begin to come to terms with the 
various ways in which the state intervened to support peasant prop- 
erty in France (which is odd, in view of their willingness to believe 
implicitly in the state's action to support the peasantry in England). 
In the first place, throughout the medieval period, notably during the 
epoch of demographic devastation and land desertions of the fifteenth 
century, the monarchy appears to have played a powerful role in 
affirming the integrity of the cens. Great masses of customary land 
were left unoccupied at this time. But it was difficult for the lords to 
absorb them to their demesnes, for the monarchy would, in effect, 
stand up for the rights even of long-absent peasants who could prove 
they had once been occupants of the tenures, or even legitimate heirs 
of former occupants. Indeed, it was necessary for the crown to pass 
a series of acts in the fifteenth century, merely to provide enough 
assurance to the lords to allow them to resettle the land- as before 
on the basis of fixed hereditary cens tenures (the so-called reaccess- 

ments).145 In the period of reconstruction, the peasants' position as 
holders of cens tenure was further consolidated, as for the first time 
there was a cens contract which was universally set in writing, thus 
providing for even stronger protection in the courts. 146 

Secondly, in the fifteenth and sixteenth centuries the state moved 
to abolish the remnants of serfdom, and in particular the seigneurial 
taille, thus preventing the exaction of arbitrary rents. By this time, 
of course, such burdens were in many parts of France a thing of the 
past. Nevertheless, the monarchy did have a real impact where serf- 
dom survived strongly into the fifteenth century, notably in the centre 
(for example, Nivernais) and the east. Here, the monarchy played a 
significant part by recognizing and thus consolidating gains won by 
direct peasant action. 147 

144 Croot and Parker, "Agrarian Class Structure and Economic Development", pp. 
40-I; Brenner, "Agrarian Class Structure and Economic Development in Pre-Indus- 
trial Europe", pp. 73 ff. 

145 For the complex and extended procedure of "criees", necessary for the lords to 
recover land vacated by the peasants and, more generally, for the lords' difficulties 
vis-a-vis the land in this period, see Fourquin, Lordship and Feudalism, pp. 2I8-22- 
Fourquin, Campagnes de la region parzsienne, pp. 430-2 ff.- A. Plaisse, La baronnie du 
Neubourg (Paris, I96I), pp. 366-8. 

46 Neveux, "Declin et reprise", p. I36. 
147 Chaunu, "L'etat", pp. I46-7; Neveux, "Declin et reprise", pp. I35-6; A. Bos- 

suat, "Le servage en Nivernais au XVe siecle", Bibliotheque de l'ecole de Chartres, cxvii 
(I959), pp. I I5-20; Le Roy Ladurie, "Masses profondes: la paysannerie", pp. 526-8. 
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Thirdly, from the mid-fifteenth century, the monarchy issued a 
series of ordinances supporting local customs and, in particular, pub- 
lished for province after province the so-called "customs", which 
fixed peasant rights and gave them full backing in law, definitively 
consolidating peasant property through much of France. It also be- 
came a good deal easier in this period to make appeals from the 
seigneurial to the monarchical courts, as the royal administration 
effectively invaded the countryside a trend manifested, for ex- 
ample, in the establishment from the I550S of a new layer of royal 
courts, the presidiaux courts. 148 

Finally, and perhaps most symptomatic of the overall evolution, 
the monarchy moved to place full responsibility for the collection of 
the royal taille in the hands of the peasant villages. It thus reinforced 
the community over and against its old rival the seigneurie. But, of 
course, as it did so, it prepared the ground for the increasingly effec- 
tive and increasingly heavy imposition of royal, centralized surplus 
extraction, in place of the decaying decentralized seigneurial levies. 149 

The fact is that despite the enormous incentives provided by rap- 
idly rising prices in the early sixteenth century, which drastically 
devalued returns from fixed rents from the cens tenures, there is little 
evidence of an effective seigneurial reaction. The seigneurs simply 
did not have sufficient feudal powers at their disposal-expressed 
especially in rights to make arbitrary levies- to allow them to es- 
tablish their ownership of the land in order to charge economic 
rents. 150 

The absolutist state, based on taxation and office, thus developed, 
to a significant degree, in conflict with and at the expense of, the old 
decentralized forms of seigneural extraction, and many individual 
feudal lords were losers in this process. As a result, the rise of abso- 
lutism provoked systematic, though sporadic and ultimately ineffec- 
tual, opposition from the seigneurial class. The "seigneurial reac- 
tions" against the monarchy which periodically interrupted the 
long-term expansion of French absolutist state organization are the 
most obvious expressions of the real competition which prevailed be- 
tween the old and the new modes of extraction. 151 On the other hand, 

148 Chaunu, "L'etat", pp. 9I-3 ff.; Neveux, "Declin et reprise", pp. I35-6; Jac- 
quart, La crise rurale en Ile-de-France, ISSO-I670 (Paris, I974), pp. I02-3- Le Roy 
Ladurie, "Masses profondes: la paysannerie", pp. 526-8. 

49 Lemarignier, France me'die'vale, p. 3I8; Neveux, "Declin et reprise", pp. I35-6. 
150 See Le Roy Ladurie's comment on this period: "The very popular notion of 

'seigneurial reaction' or refeudalization has for neither the sixteenth century nor the 
eighteenth century any real significance": Le Roy Ladurie, "Les paysans francaises 
du XVI' siecle", p. 346. As Jacquart points out, the saisiefe'odale for failure of hommage 
was practised, but it never brought about the confiscation of the fief: Jacquart, Crise 
rurale en Ile-de-France, p. I02. See also Bois, "Against the Neo-Malthusian Ortho- 
doxy", p. 62. 

151 Chaunu, L etat, pp. I36) I44) I66 ff- 
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French absolutism could develop more or less continuously, because 
it could absorb into state office many of those very same lords who 
were the casualties of the erosion of the seigneurial system. 152 Mean- 
while, through its entire development, the absolutist monarchy had 
no choice but to ally with, and simultaneously incorporate, the great- 
est feudal lords - magnates who kept their political autonomy right 
into the seventeenth century, even as they penetrated the heart of the 
state machine, especially the army. 153 If the absolutist state machine 
thus helped to corrode the old structure of surplus extraction, it also 
benefited many of the personnel who had lived off that structure. 

In sum, the absolutist state was no mere guarantor of the old forms 
of property based on decentralized seigneurial extraction. Rather, it 
came to express a transformed version of the old system. It should be 
emphasized, however, that as the French monarchy built up its ab- 
solutist organization it could not but, in that very process, recon- 
struct ruling-class power) if on a very different basis. It was officers 
of the crown, many of them "new men", who most assiduously went 
about building up the monarchical state. But, in turn, actually to 
consolidate its power, the crown had to ensure the allegiance of these 
servants. This could only be done, in what was, in its essentials, the 
old manner: the crown had no choice but to secure service and loyalty 
by granting assured private property rights in part of the surplus 
extracted from the peasantry. This had been classically accomplished 
in the medieval period through the endowment of a fief (although 
many other sorts of grants were also made to the same purpose in that 
epoch). Now, archetypically, there was the grant of an office, at first 
for life, later hereditarily154 (although, again, other sorts of endow- 
ments, such as pensions and land, were also given). In short) a more 
effective system of surplus extraction against the peasantry required 
a more effective, tightly-knit political association of the ruling class, 
a stronger "state". This was) in fact) constructed in large part through 
the re-creation of ;'private property in the political sphere" for the 
benefit of the crown's servants-and this meant, paradoxically, the 
renewal of the crown's ultimate dependence upon a (reconstructed) 
independent ruling class (heavily, though only partially) based in 
ofiSce). The evolution of the office-holders' independence was ex- 
pressed in the declaration of the full heritability of office in I604 
(which went along with the imposition of the the paulette) or tax on 
office), and was manifested throughout the early modern period in 
the increasing self-organization of the office-holders in their parle- 
ments and) in turn, in their periodic resistances and revolts.155 

52 Bois, Cnse du feodalisme, pp. 257, 364. 
153 R. Mousnier, Etat et societe en France aux XVIIe et XVIIIe siecles: le gouvernement 

et les corps (Les cours de Sorbonne, Paris, I969), pp. 89-92. 
154 Ib.d-, pp 46-5 I 
I5SIbid.,p. 5I. 



82 PAST AND PRESENT NUMBER 97 

This new crystallization of class relationships was to prove disas- 
trous for economic development. Peasant possession was further 
strengthened, and its old limitations remained in force: the failure to 
specialize or to improve and the tendency to morcellation rather than 
accumulation. To make matters worse, the new system of surplus 
extraction was more effective than the old and was oriented even more 
single-mindedly to conspicuous consumption and war. It developed 
to an even greater extent without reference to the requirements of the 
peasants' productive forces and, in the long run, more fully at odds 
with them. 

From the second half of the fifteenth century, the French "middle 
peasants", assuming powerful control over the land, set in motion 
the developmental pattern familiar from the medieval period: de- 
mographic growth leading to the pulverization of holdings, accom- 
panied by declining productivity, leading ultimately to stagnation 
and decline. For a time the lords could benefit from this process: 
their incomes could grow merely through the reopening of deserted 
land and the multiplication of peasant tenures (even with fixed rents). 
But after a while, as cultivation was spread to more marginal lands, 
and as productivity began to fall in the face of rising population, 
accelerating inflation began to eat away at fixed rents. This signalled 
the beginning of the end for the period of "growth", and the onset 
of economic problems of all sorts-not only for the peasantry, but 
for the local lords, who once again found their incomes failing to keep 
up with growing needs.156 

During the second half of the sixteenth century France appears to 
have reached the old ceilings of population and production it had 
attained in the early fourteenth century.157 Correspondingly, as in 
the later medieval period one witnesses the outbreak of every sort of 
struggle to redistribute by extra-economic means the relatively fixed 
national income. But now the tendencies to "political accumulation" 
through taxation and warfare were realized to an unprecedented de- 
gree. 

Before I550, taxes had not risen as a proportion of peasant output. 
But the situation was then transformed. Taxes on a family of four 
rose from an equivalent of seven days' output per year in I 547 to the 
equivalent of fourteen days' output per year in I607 and to an equiv- 
alent of thirty-four days' output per year in I675.158 Meanwhile, the 
depredations accompanying the Wars of Religion directly under- 
mined production to a disastrous degree. From the stagnation and 
decline which were already evident in the middle of the sixteenth 

156 Le Roy Ladurie, "Masses profondes: la paysannerie", pp. 555-76. 
157 Ibid., pp. 576-85- 
158 M. Morineau, "La conjuncture ou les cernes de la croissance", in Braudel and 

Labrousse (eds.), Histoire economique et sociale de la France, i pt. 2, pp. 978-80. 
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century, the French economy descended by fits and starts into the 
"general crisis of the seventeenth century". After decades of destruc- 
tion by troops and taxation, the sixteenth century "ended in cata- 
strophe marked above all by a a fall in population and production". 159 
After a brief period of subsequent recovery, there was after I630 
once again, near-perpetual disruption of the economy, resulting from 
external war (the Thirty Years War), compounded by civil war (The 
Fronde) and the continuing build-up of the absolutist tax state. As 
in the fourteenth and earlier fifteenth centuries) the intensification of 
every form of "political accumulation" had undermined the operation 
of the classical Malthusian mechanisms of adjustment and forced the 
economy as a whole into protracted, systemic crisis. 

England. To explain the emergence of capitalist property relations 
on the land in England Bois asserts that the nobility "was faced with 
a peasantry whose rights had been too well established for a return 
to serfdom to be possible, but not sufficiently established to enable 
it to maintain control of the land when faced with seigneurial pres- 
sure". The lords could, therefore, proceed over time to undermine 
and eliminate the peasant possessors. This was precisely my analysis. 
On the other hand, Bois once again accounts for this situation in terms 
of his unilineal "declining rate of rent" schema. As he argues, "the 
relative backwardness of [England's] social evolution as compared to 
that of France was to prove its trump card in the transition from 
feudalism to capitalism". In his view the falling rate of feudal rent 
had not played itself out in (backward) England to the extent it had 
in (advanced) France, so that the English lords remained well enough 
placed to recover their positions. 160 

We have already stated our reservations concerning this approach. 
In contrast) we have argued that precisely the advanced self-organ- 
ization of the English ruling class in the medieval period had allowed 
them to make their decentralized forms of feudal surplus extraction 
work well during the growth phase of the feudal economy; that, with 
the collapse of population in the mid-fourteenth century, they had 
naturally attempted to fall back on these tried and true forms in order 
to recoup, initiating '4the seigneurial reaction" after I350; but that 
these decentralized methods of surplus extraction had proven inad- 
equate in the long run to counteract peasant resistance and mobility, 
to prevent the decline of serfdom or to stop a long-term fall in rents, 
especially from the later fourteenth century. The English aristocracy 
may, for a certain period, have compensated to some extent through 
war overseas, benefiting perhaps for the last time from its superior 

159 Morineau "La conjuncture ou les cernes de la croissance", p. 994. 
160 Quotations from Bois, "Against the Neo-Malthusian Orthodoxy", p. 66. One 

should recall in this regard that Bois also explains the greater success of the English 
lords vis-a-vas their peasants in the twelfth and thirteenth centuries in terms of English 
"backwardness". 
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feudal class organization and coherence.16l But once war ceased to 
pay when waged against an ever more cohesive French aristocracy 
and French state, they were thrown back on their own resources. 

As a result of the class-wide crisis of seigneurial revenues, neither 
the crown in relation to its magnate followers, nor the magnates in 
relation to their lesser landed class followers, possessed the economic 
resources, the necessary "glue", to cohere the old intra-aristocratic 
alliances which had formed the basis for aristocratic and, ultimately, 
monarchical strength and stability in England. For the heightened 
demands made upon financially straitened overlords by needy follow- 
ers with collapsing rents were simply too great. The result was the 
rise of faction, aristocratic incoherence and the intra-class conflict 
which led to the breakdown of government and the descent into civil 
war which marked the middle part of the fifteenth century. 162 

It was the English lords' inability either to re-enserf the peasants 
or to move in the direction of absolutism (as had their French coun- 
terparts) which forced them in the long run to seek novel ways out 
of their revenue crisis. With the decline of their own self-discipline 
and self-organization under the pressure of the later medieval crisis 
of seigneurial revenue, the English ruling class was impelled, for a 
time, to turn the instruments of feudal "political accumulation" in 
upon itself. 163 But the resulting zero-sum game within the ruling class, 
in the context of declining overall ruling-class incomes, could not 
constitute a stable solution. Lacking the ability to reimpose some 
system of extra-economic levy on the peasantry, the lords were 
obliged to use their remaining feudal powers to further what in the 
end turned out to be capitalist development. Their continuillg control 
over the land their maintenance of broad demesnes, as well as 
their ability to prevent the achievement of full property rights by 
their customary tenants and ultimately to consign these tenants to the 
status of leaseholders-proved to be their trump card. This control 
of landed property was, above all, an expression of their feudal 
powers, the legacy of the position the lords had established and main- 
tained throughout the medieval period. 

Now here again Croot and Parker demur: just as they think that 
I have overstated the security of the French peasants' possession, they 
believe I have underrated the hold of the English customary peasants 
on the land. In particular, they raise the question of the security of 

161 On aristocratic profits from war, see the conflicting views of K. B. McFarlane, 
"War, the Economy and Social Change: England and the Hundred Years War", Past 
and Present, no. 22 (July I962), pp. 3-II ff., and M. M. Postan, "The Costs of the 
Hundred Years' War", Past and Present, no. 27 (Apr. I964), pp. 34-53. 

62 R. L. Storey, The End of the House of Lancaster (London, I966), Introduction. 
163 See Storey's comment: "Baronial revolts abroad were provoked by the increas- 

ingly despotic nature of royal government, but here [in England] civil war came for 
the very opposite reason, for what contemporaries called the 'lack of politic rule and 
governance"': Storey, End of the House of Lancaster, p. 28. 
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the tenllre enjoyed by the English copyholder, implying I have under- 
estimated it.164 This is an important question. But the security of 
copyhold was only one of a whole series of factors which affected the 
hold on the land which could be exerted by the English peasants in 
the early modern period) and it needs to be evaluatedn therefore) 
within a broader context. 

First, it is necessary to recall that already by the end of the thir- 
teenth century, the English lords held outright in demesne a much 
greater percentage of the cultivated land than did their French coun- 
terparts, something like one-third as compared to one-eighth or 
one-tenth. Secondly, and equally important, another third of the land 
in England was in villein tenuren thus subject to arbitrary levies from 
the lords (tallages, fines and so forth), with the (unfree) tenants having 
recourse only to themselves to protect their rights to it. (In the eyes 
of the king's courts, this was the lords' land, whatever the varying 
realities of local custom and the local balance of power.) By contrast, 
in France (at least in the north) some 8s-go per cent of the land was 
under cens tenure, thus effectively free from arbitrary levies and es- 
sentially owned by the peasants. 

The period of population drop-off only accentuated this difference. 
In France, as noted, the peasants' unoccupied customary lands were 
largely protected from takeover by the lords. As a result) arollnd 
I450-IS00) just about the same amount of land remained under de- 
mesne, subject to economic rents, as in the thirteenth century. 165 In 
England, by contrast, the process of assimilating unoccupied custom- 
ary (unfree) lands to the demesnes went on apace (there was certainly 
no law to prevent it). It is difficult to make quantitative estimates, 
but in study after study there is evidence that at least a significant 
portion of formerly customary (villein) land- considered by the 
lords to be theirs (especially because the law said it was) and with no 
one to challenge them-was simply added to the demesnes, that is 
to the leasehold) economic rent sector.166 

This brings us to the question of the evolution of the (formerly 

164 Croot and Parker, "Agrarian Class Structure and Economic Development'7, p. 
4o. 

165 Bois, Crise du feodalisme, pp. 28I, 3I9; Fourquin, Campagnes de la region para- 
stenne, pp. 474-5. In the area around Paris studied by Jacquart, seigneurial demesnes 
covered some I2 per cent of the cultavated surface in the later fifteenth century: Four- 
quln, Crzse mrale en Ile-de-France, p. I I0. 

166 Hilton, "A Study in the Pre-History of English Enclosure in the Fifteenth Cent- 
ury", m Studt In onore di Annando Sapora, 2 vols. (Milan, I957), i, pp. 675-85- J. P. 
Genet, ';Economie et societe rurale en Angleterre au XV' siecle, d'apres les comptes 
de l'hopital d'Ewelme", Annales. E.S.C., xxvii (I972), pp. I464-7I * Howell, "Stability 
and (Change, I3Q0-I700", p. 473; R. A. Lomas, sCDevelopments in Land Tenure on 
the Prior of Durham's Estate in the Later Middle Ages", Norlhern Hist., xiii (I977) 
pp. 27-43; R. B. Dobson, Durham Cathedral Priory, I400-I450 (Cambridge, I973), 
pp. 282-3; H. P. R. Finberg, Tavistock Abbey (Cambridge, I959), pp. 250-2, 256-7- 
Cooper, "In Search of Agrarian Capitalism", pp. 39-40, and n. 80. 
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villein) land which remained in customary tenure into the later fif- 

teenth century-the issue of copyhold per se. We now can see that 

at the beginning of the early modern period a good deal less of the 

surface was held in this form of tenure in England than in France, 

and a good deal more was fully in the hands of the lords (demesne). 

What was the future of the customary land which was left? Did it, 

like the French customary tenure (cens), evolve into virtual freehold? 

Or did it revert eventually to the lords, so that they could charge 

economic rents? 
This problem ultimately boils down to the question of what rights 

of the copyholder the courts were prepared to back up, assuming now 

that the copyholders could get recognized in court (as both Kerridge 

and Gray agree they could from the early decades of the sixteenth 

century). 167 This seems to come down to the question of the custom- 

ary conditions under which the peasants held their land. Where they 

had established heritability and fixed fines as the custom they could 

become essentially freeholders. But, as Kerridge points out, over 

significant areas of the country the peasants had established no such 

customs. They held for a given number of years or lives, subject to 

arbitrary fines. According to Kerridge, copyholders could be charged 

with arbitrary fines particularly through the west of England and on 

the northern borders, where especially insecure tenures prevailed. A 

further proportion of the land was thus subject to essentially demesne 

conditions; that is, copyhold under these conditions was equivalent 

to economic leasehold of landlord property, since adjustable fines 

could be used as economic rents. Finally there is the anomalous case 

which has aroused so much controversy, where copyholders did hold 

by inheritance, but where fines were arbitrary. This situation was 

prevalent especially in East Anglia, the Midland Plain, the Fens, the 

South Downs and south-coast regions.168 Croot and Parker present 

evidence that by the earlyyears of the seventeenth century the courts had 

begun to resolve this situation by setting fines at "reasonable" 

rates.169 But this fact actually undercuts their case. For it shows that 

protection for copyholders by inheritance without fixed fines began 

to be established only very late in the day after a century of rising 

prices and rents. During this time there appears to have been no 

legally established limit to which fines could be raised, and be sup- 

ported in court on appeal. Those copyholders who had survived to 

167 Compare E. Kerridge, Agrarian Problems in the Sixteenth Century and After (Lon- 

don, I969), and C. M. Gray, Copyhold, Equity and the Common Law (Cambridge, 

Mass., I963). 
68 Kerridge, Agrarian Problems in the Sixteenth Centuty, pp. 38-9. 

169 See Croot and Parker, "Agrarian Class Structure and Economic Development", 

p. 40, who base themselves upon A. W. B. Simpson, An Introduction to the History of 

the Land Law (London, I964), p. I6I. The same point is made by R. H. Tawney, The 

Agrarian Problem in the Sixteenth Century (New York, I967), pp. 296-7, 296, n. 3, and 

Kerridge, Agrarian Problems in the Sixteenth Century, p. 40. 
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this late date must very often have been rather substantial figures, 
capable of paying the rising rents (through higher fines) or buying up 
the property themselves. 

In sum, it seems hard to deny that the direct feudal rights and 
powers) maintained by the English lords throughout the whole of the 
medieval epoch, gave them a powerful basis for establishing, holding 
on to and extending their control over the land in the subsequent 
period and that, in this respect, they enjoyed a far stronger position 
vis-a-vis their peasants than did their French counterparts. Of course, 
the English lords' property in the land only gave them rights to lease 
their holdings at competitive rates; and at the start, in the fifteenth 
century, rents must have been very low. Nonetheless, so long as there 
was the potential for increased competition for the land, the market 
in leases provided the basic condition for differentiation among the 
tenants. 

The initial processes of differentiation, resulting in the rise of larger 
capitalist tenant farmers, were perhaps facilitated, in the fifteenth 
century, by the maintenance of wool exports (in either raw or manu- 
factured form) at roughly fourteenth-century levels, in the face of a 
50 per cent drop-off in population; that is, half the number of farmers 
in England were now producing the same amount of wool as before. 
This differentiation was probably given an impetus by the generalized 
commercial upturn, marked by the rapid growth of cloth production 
for export from the third quarter of the fifteenth century) and accel- 
erating rapidly from the I520S.170 Ultimately, the growing shift of 
population into industrial employments, supplemented by a powerful 
demographic upturn, determined a long-term increase in the demand 
for agricultural products, leading to a rise in food prices, which called 
forth the growth of agricultural production and productivity. 171 Agri- 
cultural development took place through characteristically capitalist 
processes conditioned by the new system of social relations in which 
the organizers of production and the direct producers (sometimes the 
same persons) no longer possessed their full means of reproduction 
(especially the land) and were therefore compelled to produce system- 
atically for the market. The resulting competition among tenants for 
the land and among landlords for tenants stimulated cost-cutting, 

170 On the early phases of differentiation, see T. H. Lloyd, The Movernent of Wool 
Prices in Mediewal England (Econ. Hist. Re?w. Supplement no. 6, London, I973), pp. 
24-30; Hilton, "Study in the Pre-History of English Enclosure", pp. 675-85- F. R. H. 
DuBoulay, "Who were Farming the Demesnes at the End of the Middle Ages?", Econ. 
Hist. Reu., 2nd ser. ) xviii (I965), pp. 443-55; F. R. H. DuBoulay, TheAge of Ambition 
(London, I970), pp. 55-8; Genet, "Economie et societe rurale en Angleterre au XVe 
siecle", pp. I464-7I. 

171 See P. J. Bowden, "Agricultural Prices, Farm Profits, and Rents", in TheAgrar- 
ian History of England and Wales, ed. H. P. R. Finberg, v, ISOO-I640, ed. J. Thirsk 
(Cambridge, I967), passim; D. C. Coleman, The Economy of England, I450-I750 (OX 
ford, I977), esp. chs. 2, 3, 7. 
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thus specialization and improvement, leading over time to the re- 
placement of small, inefficient peasant tenants by larger capitalist 
tenants, thus underpinning an agricultural transformation. 

As opportunities in agricultural production and commercial land- 
lordship grew and the economic potential of the old feudal af:Snities 
and their marauding activities declined, the balance of forces was 
tipped increasingly against any sort of successful attempt at feudal 
reorganization for "political accumulation". Growing numbers of 
landlords and tenants thus turned to the monarchy as the source of 
the peace and stability requisite to ongoing commercial productive 
activity. During the early modern period, the long-term tendency 
towards the increasing self-centralization of the English landed classes 
was thereby extended, although now in a qualitatively different form 
which corresponded to the transformed character of the property or 
surplus-extraction relations through which the landed classes were 
coming to reproduce themselves. An increasingly centralized state) 
rooted ever more firmly in broad landed layers, could thus more 
effectively undermine the disruptive behaviour of those decreasing 
numbers of landed elements whose economies still depended upon 
the application of "extra economic" methods (at this point focused 
mainly upon banditry, raiding and the spoliation of monarchical ad- 
ministration and justice). In turn, as even the greatest magnates saw 
their localized political strength eroded by the state, many of them 
were obliged to turn to economic landlordship.172 

The affirmation of absolute private property by the landlords over 
and against peasant possession went hand in hand, therefore, with 
the gradual rise of a different sort of state, one which attained a 
monopoly of force over and against the privatized powers of feudal 
potentates. The state which emerged during the Tudor period was, 
however, no absolutism. Able to profit from rising land rents, through 
presiding over a newly emerging tripartite capitalist hierarchy of com- 
mercial landlord, capitalist tenant and hired wage labourer, the Eng- 
lish landed classes had no need to recur to direct, extra-economic 
compulsion to extract a surplus. Nor did they require the state to 
serve them indirectly as an engine of surplus appropriation by pol- 
itical means (tax/office and war). 

What they needed, at least on the domestic front, was a cheap state, 
which would secure order and protect private property, thus assuring 
the normal operation of contractually based economic processes. This 
goal they were able to achieve in the course of the sixteenth and 
seventeenth centuries (through processes far beyond the scope of this 

172 See L. Stone, "Power", in his The Crisis of the Aristocracy, I558-I64I (Oxford, 
I965), ch. 5; M. E. James, Change and Continuity in the TudorNorth (Borthwick Papers, 
no. 27, York, I965); M. E. James, "The First Earl of Cumberland and the Decline of 
Northern Feudalism", Northern Hist., i (I966). 
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essay to describe) by means of the strengthening of parliament as 
their special instrument of centralized control over the government 
and through an increasing stranglehold on state office, above all at 
the local level. Two experiments in royal absolutism were aborted, 
and no tax state came to prey on a developing English economy. 
Characteristically, although the new state was operated at all levels 
by the landed class, it offered only restricted opportunities for the 
fruits of office, and local administration was typically not paid at all. 
In turn, although it monopolized force, the new state levelled only 
minimal taxes. It is indeed symptomatic that when taxes did begin to 
be raised significantly from the later seventeenth century, these were 
levied upon its own members by a landlord class now unambiguously 
in control of the state, thanks to its victories over the crown. This is 
in contrast to the situation in France where a mark of membership 
in the ruling class was exemption from state taxation and naturally 
so, since the state was centrally conceived as a political, wealth-gen- 
erating mechanism for the aristocracy. In England, the landlord class, 
having uprooted the peasantry, could depend largely upon the op- 
eration of "impersonal", "economic" processes: the exploitation by 
capitalist tenants of free wage-labourers and, in turn, the operation 
of intravcapitalist competition in the agricultural sector and the econ- 
omy as a whole. 

To sum up, by the end of the seventeenth century the English 
evolution towards agrarian capitalism had brought about the end of 
the age-old "fusion" of the "economic" and the "political", and the 
emergence of an institutional separation between "state" and "civil 
society". With the breakthrough to economic development, mani- 
fested above all in the increasing productivity of labour, the achieve- 
ment of wealth ceased to be essentially the zero-sum game it had been 
under feudal social productive relations. In turn, the amassing and 
direct application of force in order to redistribute a strictly limited 
social product ceased to be the sine qua non for the success of the 
ruling class. English development had distinguished itself from that 
in most places on the Continent in two critical, interrelated aspects. 
It was marked by the rise of a capitalist aristocracy which was presiding 
over an agricultural revolution. 

(III.2) RESULTS OF THE DIVERGENCES: LORDS, PEASANTS AND 
CAPITALIST A GRIC UL TURE I450- I 750 

Just as my account of the roots of the divergent evolutions of prop- 
erty or surplus extraction relations in different European regions in 
the wake of the later medieval crisis of seigneurial revenues has been 
called into question, so has my understanding of the implications of 
these property settlements for the subsequent course of economic 
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development. This is particularly the case with regard to my view of 
the different significances, for the distribution of wealth and the de- 
velopment of the productive forces, of the consolidation of peasant 
proprietorship in relationship to the rise of absolutism classically 
in France in comparison with the rise of the classical landlord/ 
capitalist tenant/wage-labourer relationship above all, in England. 

(III.2.I) Property Forms and the Evolution of Landownership 
To begin with, Croot and Parker contend that even if the peasantry 

did emerge in later medieval France with far stronger rights to the 
soil than did their counterparts in England, this could have had little 
real significance; for "economic" forces, most especially the market, 
must have been determinant in the long run. As they state, "in both 
France and England economic rather than legal considerations were 
instrumental in determining the pattern of landholding". They main- 
tain that "the rights of the French peasantry were an obstacle to more 
rational farming . . . but these would not have been an insuperable 
obstacle if the economic incentives and determination to override 
them had existed". According to Croot and Parker, the general prob- 
lem with my approach is specifically manifested in my failure to come 
to terms with the "lack of any equivalent in France to the celebrated 
class of English yeomanry, which was itself the product of a process 
of [economic] differentiation within the ranks of the peasantry, a 
process not experienced by their French counterparts".173 

But Croot and Parker beg the central question. There is no disa- 
greement between us as to the special significance for economic de- 
velopment in England of "the rise of the yeoman" that is, the 
emergence of a class of larger commercial farmers out of a process of 
economic differentiation of the peasantry, in contrast with the pul- 
verization and levelling of the peasantry which was the predominant 
trend in early modern France. The problem is to explain these dif- 
ferent trends. The point is that the purely "economic" starting point 
for these divergent processes was roughly the same in both England 
and France. In the later fifteenth century, in both places, a "middle 
peasantry" on relatively quite large holdings appears to have held a 
strong position. 174 The difficulty arises because, despite what Croot 
and Parker imply, the peasantry and especially peasant property 

subsequently underwent radically different evolutions in the two 
places, even though market forces, above all rising food prices, made 
themselves strongly felt in both places throughout the early modern period, 
creating more than ample incentives for profit making through the ac- 

173 Croot and Parker, "Agrarian Class Structure and Economic Development", pp. 
42, 4I, 43. 

174 Compare Genet, "Economie et societe rurale en Angleterre au XV' siecle", pp. 
I468-9, with Neveux, "Declin et reprise", p. I07. 
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cumulation of land leading to differentiation. It is to explain these di- 
verging evolutions that it is indispensable to make reference to the 
different property systems in which the peasantries were enmeshed 
in France and England. For these allowed and/or compelled the 
peasantry in each place to respond to roughly similar economic (mar- 
ket) conditions in different ways. 

The differentiation of the English peasantry was thus critically 
conditioned by the fact that, under the newly emergent social-pro- 
ductive relations, they had no choice but to respond to the rising 
market by competing with one another as effectively as possible- 
by cost-cutting, and thus by specializing, accumulating their sur- 
pluses, and innovating. But this compulsion to compete was only the 
result of the fact that they were separated from possession of the land, 
thus deprived of direct (non-market) access to their means of subsis- 
tence, correlatively consigned to leasehold status, and, as a result, 
subjected to the system of competitive rents. 175 In this system the larger 
farmers, who could produce more efficiently and more profitably on 
the market, could use their competitive edge to accumulate land di- 
rectly at the expense of the smaller farmers superseding them when 
their leases ran out by offering a higher and more secure rent or 
outbidding them for those tenancies which came on to the market. 
In turn, the landlords had to compete for the best tenants if they 
wished to get the maximum rent from leasing their land-in par- 
ticular by offering larger, consolidated holdings, sometimes enclosed 
and improved. It was not, as Croot and Parker imply, the rise of the 
market in itself which made for the rapid differentiation of the 
peasantry in England and the rise of the yeoman (almost always larger 
commercial tenants), but rather the social-property relationships 
which made the English agricultural producers fully dependent upon 
competitive production.176 

In contrast, as virtual owners of their plots French peasants did not 
face the falling in of their leases, rising fines or direct competition for 
their tenures. So long as they held a plot which could produce enough 
to feed their families and pay their taxes they were not, as a rule, 

175 As Genet, puts it, during the fifteenth century, "The position of the peasants 
was strengthened. . . Their tenures were vast, their liberty no longer challenged 
and . . . at least they had imposed a retreat upon the landlords so far as rents were 
concerned . . . But was it a decisive, irreversible progression? In the last decade of the 
fifteenth century, the seigneurs were able to impose on the peasants an increase, light 
it is true, in their rents. They had not given up the essential mechanism of their 
domination. They preserved the rights they had on their lands and . . . they main- 
tained the means of taking a profit from them . . .": Genet "Economie et societe rurale 
en Angleterre au XVe siecle", pp. I468-9. 

176 Paradoxically, Croot and Parker, on several occasions, refer to precisely these 
competitive processes as lying behind the economic differentiation of the peasantry 
which took place in England, but they do not make the appropriate comparison with 
the quite different situation in France. See Croot and Parker, "Agrarian Class Structure 
and Economic Development", pp. 40-I, 43. 
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compelled to sell and compete effectively on the market to survive. 
Most had little possibility of accumulating. They had little choice but 
to follow the familiar pattern of producing with the aim of directly 
supporting themselves and their children, and of subdividing their 
land on inheritance. Croot and Parker should not be surprised that 
in this context of social-property relations any tendency to differen- 
tiation leading to the rise of a yeoman class was overwhelmed by the 
tendency to morcellation. 

It was thus from the latter part of the fifteenth century that the 
institutionalization of different property or surplus-extracting sys- 
tems in England and France began to condition a definitive parting 
of the ways for their respective economies. This was manifested first 
of all in a dramatic divergence in the subsequent evolutions of the 
distribution of landed property in the two places. The latter was the 
result, firstly, of an apparent difference in the demographic regimes 
which came to prevail in each country and, secondly, of the new rise 
of the market, which though powerfully felt in both places had dif- 
ferent effects in each. Both of these causes were traceable back, in 
turn, to the different institutionalized property arrangements. 

In France, from various points after I450, there was a sharply 
accelerated upturn in population, as in the twelfth and thirteenth 
centuries. Indeed, already by the mid-sixteenth century, in some 
regions a little later, French population had already equalled and in 
some places actually exceeded the record levels of the early fourteenth 
century.177 The contrast with England is remarkable. There, popu- 
lation stagnated until perhaps the I5IOS. Moreover, even when it 
began to grow, its pace appears to have been significantly slower than 
that of France, reaching fourteenth-century levels only in the middle 
of the seventeenth century, or perhaps only by I7oo.178 

It is hard to avoid the temptation to see in this demographic contrast 
an initial and definitive effect of the divergence in property systems, 
as well as a critical cause of the divergent evolutions in the distribution 
of property. In France, the reaffirmation, even the strengthening, of 
peasant property from the mid-fifteenth century made possible a re- 
newal of the old peasant-based demographic regime. This was appar- 
ently set in motion by the (relatively) early age of marriage, rooted in 
turn in the easy and early accession to a plot, based finally on strong 
peasant property which allowed for the subdivision of holdings. The 
rapid demographic advance which was thereby made possible, led to 
the extreme parcellization of property. In England, by contrast, we 

177 Le Roy Ladurie, "Masses profondes: la paysannerie", pp. 555-61; Neveux 
"Declin et reprise", pp. IOI-3. 

178 J. Cornwall, "English Population in the Early I6th Century", Econ. Hist. Rev. 
2nd ser., xxiii (I970); I. Blanchard, "Population and Enclosure in the Early Tudor 
Economy", Econ. Hist. Rev., 2nd ser., xxiii (I970); Coleman, Economy of England, 
pp. I2-I3 ff. 
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can at least hypothesize that due to the loss of firm possession by the 
direct cultivators and the correspondingly enforced rise of commer- 
cial tenantry, holders of plots (leasehold farmers) had little choice but 
to treat their holdings as commercial investments, as a source of profit 
(if they wished to keep them), and could no longer view them as the 
directly self-sufficient basis for a continuing family. This tended to 
preclude subdivision, for smaller plots were uneconomic. As a resultn 
children could no longer count on receiving a plot on coming of age. 
On the contrary) the number of children in the family, so far as 
possible, had to be adopted to the economic-productive requirements 
and potentials of the commercial holding. The result appears to have 
been later marriages, smaller families, the sending of children outside 
of the household into other occupations. The interrelated outcomes 
were slower population growth and, in general, the prevention of the 
subdivision of holdings. 179 

In this same period of generalized, Europe-wide commercial up- 
turn, the impact of the market upon different social-property systems 
constituted a second powerful force conditioning the divergent evo- 
lutions of the distribution of property in England and France. This 
can be brought out especially well by comparing developments in the 
most commercialized areas of France with those in England in the 
period from the mid-fifteenth into the second part of the sixteenth 
century. For these purposes, the Paris region is exemplary, for it 
would be difficult to specify an area of France where market forces 
had a greater impact. The city itself grew rapidly in this period) and 
exercized a huge pull on its hinterland. Moreover, population in- 
creased in the agricultural region around Paris at a tremendous pace. 
The result was especially fast rising prices) particularly for food and 
land. Not only the incentives for accumulation but the potential ac- 
cumulators (ir. the persons of local lords, courtly office holders, city 
merchants and well-off peasants) were present. Those who failed to 
accumulate land missed an enormous opportunity to profit; those 
landholders who stayed with their customary tenures saw their rents, 
in real terms, dwindle into insignificance.180 

What were the actual results? We can get a remarkably good idea 
on the basis of Jacquart's massive study, which encompasses seven 
seigneuries covering some 4,699 cultivated hectares in the Paris re- 
gion. Even in this area, by I550-60, after close to a century of urban 
development, demographic growth, expansion of the market and sky- 
rocketing prices, some 2,567 proprietors, each with holdings of less 
than 60 acres still held 69 per cent of the cultivated land, in com- 

179 The previous paragraph is derived from Bois, Crise du feodalisme, pp. 353-4, and 
Howell, "Stability and Change". 

180 See Fourquin, Campagnes de la region parisienne; Jacquart, Crise rnrale en Ile-de 
France. 
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parison with I7 proprietors with more than 60 acres (including the seven seigneurs seated on the large, ancient demesnes) who held 3I per cent of the cultivated surface (the demesnes themselves covering I8 per cent). Presenting the same results slightly differently: 2,5I6 proprietors with holdings of less than 24 acres (IO hectares) owned 55 per cent of the land, while 75 proprietors with 25 acres or more held 45 per cent of the land.18l There had clearly been some signi- ficant build-up of properties; but very few proprietors benefited from accumulation, and a massive peasantry remained seated on the land. 
The limited undermining of peasant property which had taken place in the Paris region had been conditioned by processes beyond the market. By I550, population growth and morcellement already had led to a situation in which 88 per cent of the properties (2,273 hold- ings) were under 6a2 acres (2 5 hectares), thus too small to support a family without supplementary sources of income. Pressured by rap- idly rising prices, which meant higher subsistence costs and lower wages, combined with the weight of taxation, many peasants were forced to sell out.182 
Even where some accumulation of property took place, the basically peasant organization or production remained as yet unaffected. In- deed, the pattern of ownership fails to reveal just how restricted were the potentials for accumulation for the purpose of more effective production, for market farming and for improvement. For the units of property were themselves broken up into many, many parcels of cultivation, scattered through the fields, miniscule in size an un- ambiguous testimony to the continuity of the peasant dominated sys- tem. On one of the seven seigneuries studied by Jacquart, not a single parcel reached I22 acres in size! Indeed, if we exclude the seigneurie of Trappes (where both units of ownership and cultivation were ex- ceptionally concentrated), there was a total of only ten parcels in all which exceeded I21 acres in the entire area covered by the survey. Engrossment thus proceeded apart from, indeed often in contradic- tion with, the needs of production. Ironically, larger units of property might mean smaller units of cultivation. 183 

The contrast between the evolution of even this most precociously-developed French region and that of England is, it 
181 Calculated from chart in Jacquart, Crise rurale en Ile-de-France, p. II8, with clarifying information in ch. 3. 
182 J. Jacquart, "Immobilisme et catastrophes", in Duby and Wallon (eds.), Histoire de la France rurale, ii, p. 265. 
183 Jacquart, Crise rurale en Ile-de-France, pp. I23-4. For the pulverization of the units of cultivation as a fundamental barrier to agricultural progress in France, see J. Meuvret, "La vaine pature et le progres agronomique avant la revolution", in Etudes d'histoire (Paris, I97I), pp. I95-6. For increasing pulverization of holdings even in the faceofengrossment, seeG. Cabourdin, TerreethommesenLorraine, I550-I635 (Nancy, I 977 ?), pp * 640- I - 
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seems to me, clear. For in many areas of England by no means all 
of course there occurs a continuous process of build-up of larger 
holdings and units of cultivation at the expense of small ones, at least 
from the second part of the fifteenth century. In the closely studied 
community of Chippenham (Cambridgeshire), in the thirteenth cent- 
ury, the half-virgate holding (I5 acres) was predominant, as almost 
everywhere else. By the second third of the fifteenth century, still 
only a fifth of the holdings were more than 30 acres. By I540, how- 
ever, 22 out of 42 holdings were 27 acres or more. Indeed, I2 of these 
holdings (including the demesne) were 50 acres or more, and they 
constituted I ,560 acres (of which the demesne counted 780 acres) out 
of a total of 2,265 cultivated acres, or some 64 per cent.184 In the 
Wiltshire chalk lands, moreover, we learn that already "by the early 
sixteenth century, most of the land was in the hands of capitalist 
farmers, and by the middle of the seventeenth century capital farms 
occupied most of the farmland". 185 In the west midlands, it has been 
found that from the fifteenth century, "The trend . . . towards the 
diminution of the smallholding group and the increase in the number 
of large holdings [30-I00 acres of arable] seems fairly certain''.186 
Even in Leicestershire, ostensible hold-out of English peasant farm- 
ing, the average and typical unit was already 45 acres in the second 
part of the sixteenth century. 187 This is almost four times the size of 
the representative peasant holding in the medieval period or the re- 
presentative French holding of the sixteenth century. As early as 
I500, half-yardlanders were already becoming rare in Leicester- 
shire. 188 

Now Cooper appears to argue that agrarian structures in France 
and England were not, by the later sixteenth century, significantly 
different. 189 In contrast, I would conclude that while the pattern of 
agrarian evolution in France from I450 did not break fundamentally 
from that of the medieval period because it was, as before, dominated 
by peasant possessors, that of England did experience a break- 
through. This difference had, moreover, profound implications for 
the development of production. 

184 M. Spufford, Contrasting Communities (Cambridge, I974), ch. 3. Spufford, how- 
ever, demes that the peasants' lack of property rights was important in conditioning 
their loss of the land. 

185 E. Kerridge, "Agriculture, c. I500-I793", in V.C.H. Wiltshire, iv (London, 
I959), pp. 57 ff- 

186 R. H. Hilton, TheEnglishPeasant7yintheLaterMiddleAges(Oxford, I975),pp. 
39-40, quoted in Cooper, "In Search of Agrarian Capitalism", p. 34 n. 57. 

187 W. G. Hoskins, "The Leicestershire Farmer in the Sixteenth Century", in his 
Essays in Leicestershire History (Liverpool, I950), pp. I37-8. However, this figure does 
not include either the many cottagers' farms or the demesnes. 

88 Howell, "Stability and Change", p. 474. 
89 Cooper, "In Search of Agrarian Capitalism", esp. pp. 44-6. 
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(III.2.2) Property Relations and Productivity 
The foregoing divergence in property settlements in England and 

France was, by the latter part of the sixteenth century, conditioning 
not only distinctive patterns in the evolution of property distribution, 
but different paths of development of the agricultural productive 
forces. Croot and Parker, as well as Cooper and Le Roy Ladurie, 
argue that I underestimate the capacity of the peasantry to increase 
agricultural productivity when I insist that the productive systems 
based on small peasants in possession of their means of subsistence 
were a barrier to the qualitative agricultural development required 
for sustaining economic growth in the early modern period, while the 
"English system" provided the ground for a definite breakthrough 
in this era. Nevertheless, it appears to me that these propositions are 
well-supported by the economic experiences of both England and 
France through the early modern period, as well as that of western 
Europe as a whole. 

(III.2.2.a) Peasant Possession in France versus Capitalist Tenantry 
in England 
In the face of the massive growth of demand, expressed in rising 

food prices which affected broad areas of France, especially the north, 
from the early sixteenth century, the peasant grip on production was 
clearly responsible for stifling the growth of output. As we learn from 
case studies of Normandy and Cambresis, areas exposed to especially 
heavy pressures from the market, the high point of production for 
the market, both local and overseas, came early in both places in 
the first decade or two of the the sixteenth century. After this point, 
as population grew, peasants with increasingly smaller plots were 
forced to devote greater and greater proportions of their land to pro- 
duction for immediate subsistence to ensure their survival. We find, 
therefore, a decrease in the production of such commercial crops as 
hemp, flax and the like. Animal production was, moreover, continu- 
ously cut back in favour of production for the peasants' own con- 
sumption. By the I540S in both places, not more but less grain was 
actually being sent to market, even though grain prices were rising 
precipitately. Meanwhile, the potential for improving agricultural 
productilrity, dependent upon increased animal production, was defi- 
nitely undermined. 190 

There is no sign whatsoesTer of innovation or advance in peasant 
farming in the sixteenth century, or at any time through to the end 
of the seventeenth century. Productive techniques stagnate through- 

190 H. Neveux, Les grains du Cambresis (fin du XIVe, debut de XVIIe siecles): vie et 
declin d'une structure economique (Lille, I974), pp. 692-3, 697-8; Bois, Crtse du feodal- 
Isme, pp. 337-40. 
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out France, no less in the north than elsewhere. As Jacquart sum- 
marizes recent local research throughout the various regions of the 
country, "one finds no trace of decisive technical progress and the 
results of peasant activity remained sensibly the same in their me- 
diocrity''.19l In consequence, almost everywhere in France, produc- 
tivity per head was declining significantly by the early decades of the 
sixteenth century, leading to new subsistence crises, skyrocketing 
prices and, as noted, absolute ceilings on agricultural output (not to 
be reached again until the eighteenth century). 192 Well before the onset 
ofthe devastations oftheReligious Wars, therefore, French peasant- 
based agriculture had in the course of its own unimpeded develop- 
ment sunk into stagnation and decline. 

The contrast with England is clear. There, over the course of the 
early modern period, one witnesses an agricultural revolution. Given 
the technology available to the mixed agricultural production of 
medieval and early modern Europe, qualitative improvement which 
would make for significant cheapening in basic food production re- 
quired that animal and arable husbandry be more tightly bound to- 
gether and made more mutually reinforcing; in particular, animal 
production had to increase in relation to arable in order to provide 
manure and ploughing to counter the tendency to declining fertility 
of the soil. Whereas peasant production for subsistence tended to 
make animal and arable production mutually competitive, and 
thereby constituted an immediate barrier to the foregoing sort of 
transformation, the rise of the capitalist property system facilitated 
it. It did so not only by conditioning a tendency to specialization and 
improvement enforced by competition, but by giving rise, via the 
aforementioned processes of differentiation (instead of morcellation), 
to a class of capitalist farmers who could take the risks, make the 
investments and carry out the larger-scale farming which was re- 
quired. 

These mechanisms are laid bare in Eric Kerridge's close study of 
agricultural arrangements and developments in early modern Wilt- 
shire. Here there was a system of capitalist farms in operation from 
the early sixteenth century. The impact of the market was also felt 
from very early on. There ensued a process of economic differentia- 
tion, with concomitant specialization and improvement. Everywhere 
grain farming came to predominate on the chalk soils where it was 
particularly appropriate. Moreover, by the mid-seventeenth century, 

191 Jacquart, "Immobilisme et catastrophes", p. 239; see also pp. 2I3, 2I6-2I, 
224-5, 237-9. For slar findings, see Le Roy Ladurie, "Masses profondes: la pay- 
sannerie", pp. 568-78. 

192 See Le Roy Ladurie, "Masses profondes: la paysannerie", pp. 576-85. Bois finds 
that production reaches its height in Normandy by I540, if not before: Bois, Crise du 
feodaltsme, p. 337. Jacquart also finds the output ceiling at around I540-50, for Ile- 
de-France: Jacquart, Crtse rurale en Ile-de-France, pp. 49-50. 
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large farms had entirely taken over specialized grain production, for 
the small farmer could not compete in the application of the favoured 
sheep-corn methods. On the other hand, if they wished to survive, 
the smaller farmers, as tenants, were themselves forced to specialize 
for the market. They had to abandon grain production, but in the 
so-called Cheese Country, which was quite suitable for dairy farming, 
they were able to hold their own. For in this line the large producer 
enjoyed relatively little competitive edge. 193 

The developments in Wiltshire represent a microcosm of the pro- 
cesses which occurred in England as a whole in the early modern 
period. Joan Thirsk refers to "the predominance of large farmers in 
the specialized corn growing areas" and she concludes that, "In 
specialized corn areas, the successful men were always yeomen farm- 
ers or gentlemen with substantial fortunes". "As for the small farmer 
in the arable areas, he had little hope for survival''.194 The reasons 
for this are not far to seek. In the first place, in grain production there 
were significant economies of scale to be had in the use of basic in- 
frastructure and of farm animals and implements, as well as in the 
application of labour. Secondly, especially with the requirements for 
large sheepfolds, a great deal of capital was required. Thirdly, the 
cost of perhaps the most potent innovation applicable to the tradi- 
tional sheep-corn area, the "floating of the water meadows", was 
beyond the reach of the small farmers. 195 

Similarly, where lands were turned from arable to the revolutionary 
system of up-and-down husbandry-which allowed for the inter- 
dependent growth of both animal and arable output it was nearly 
always capitalist farmers who were responsible. As Kerridge puts it, 
"making an up-and-down farm was not a thing any one could do. It 
took boldness, patience, and plenty of capital". This was because big 
changes were required in the layout of the farm, in its equipment, 
and in the time required to yield returns. Not surprisingly, therefore, 
in those areas where up-and-down husbandry was adopted during the 
early modern period, accelerating especially from the later part of the 
sixteenth century-the Midland Plain, the Vales, the north-east 
lowlands these developments were accompanied by the massive 
decline of small farmers. 196 

It appears that small farmers were also at a disadvantage in cattle 
93 Kerridge, "Agriculture, c. I500-I793", pp. 6I, 49, 54, 57-9, 63-4. 

194 J. Thirsk, "Seventeenth-Century Agriculture and Social Change", Agric. Hist. 
Rev., xviii (I970), pp. I5I, I66; J. Thirsk, "The Peasant Economy of England in the 
Seventeenth Century", Studia historiae oeconomicae, x (I975), p. 8. Thirsk defines 
yeomen as "substaniial farmers with large acreage, who relied on hired labour". 

195 Thirsk, "Seventeenth-Century Agriculture and Social Change", pp. I5I, I53, 
I55, I66; Thirsk, "Peasant Economy of England", pp. 8, I0; Kerridge, "Agriculture, 
c.I500-I793", pp. 52, 54, 55-7; E. Kerridge, The Fanners of Old England (London, 
I973), pp. 75-7, 8I- 

196 Kerridge, Fanners of Old England, pp. I06, I27, I28, and in general ch. 4. 
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rearing. The graziers, it seems, tended to be big capitalists who had 
plenty of investment funds and could afford to wait. This was, at any 
rate, the case on those lands which were turned over to permanent 
grass from permanent arable, a specialization carried out to bring the 
husbandry into closer accord with the suitability of the soil. In these 
areas a great deal of capital was applied for enclosure and restructur- 
ing of the farms. 197 

On the other hand, small men could and did survive in particular 
lines where they could be as efficient as large above all in dairying, 
but also in market gardening close by the towns. The small farmers 
maintained a stronghold in the pastoral regions, where they carried 
on a multiplicity of small commercial agricultural (for example hemp, 
flax) and industrial activities. Even so, the restricted range of agri- 
cultural possibilities open to these highly commercialized small farm- 
ers must be emphasized. In turn, they owed their very existence to 
the increases in productivity of the grain producing areas, which 
allowed them to export their growing food surpluses. 198 

Finally, it needs to be emphasized that the advantages of the system 
of capitalist agriculture, in comparison with a system based on peasant 
possessors, is not merely a question of the advantages of larger versus 
smaller farmers in particular agricultural lines, their superior capacity 
to make this or that "once and for all" specialization or improvement. 
Perhaps most significant is the tendency of capitalist property rela- 
tions to enforce, by way of competition, a systematic drive towards 
specialization and improvement as an ongoing process in the economy 
as a whole to a social and geographic division of labour. Thus we 
find in England not only the early development of a complex system 
of interdependent regional specialization, in which the development 
of one specialized area fed off and fed into the development of the 
next, but a continuing evolution and transformation of this system as 
new techniques became available. This is exemplified with the rise of 
the very potent systems of "mixed farming" in which, schematically 

197 Thirsk, "Seventeenth-Century Agriculture", pp. I55, I57; Thirsk "Peasant 
Economy of England", p. I I; Kerridge, Farmers of Old England, pp. 62, 90-I . 

198 In the foregoing context, national averages of farm sizes like those put in evidence 
by Cooper hide more than they reveal about the transformation of agricultural pro- 
duction in England; for, as we have seen, this was the opposite of an homogeneous 
process. It was, on the contrary, characterized by the greatest variation in farm size 
by region, terrain and crop. The survival of numerous small farmers leading to a 
relatively low national average size of farms is explained in ways which in no way 
contradict our argument: by the competitiveness of small farmers in pastoral regions 
and in horticulture; by the disinterest of big farmers in areas of poor soils; by the 
security of tenure enioyed by peasants in a few regions. It should be noted, moreover, 
that the weight of small farming in agriculture is exaggerated when it is measured in 
terms of the proportion of small farms out of the total number, rather than the pro- 
portion of the total cultivated surface covered by small farms-or better still, the 
proportion of good corn-producing land covered by such farms. See Cooper, "In 
Search of Agrarian Capitalism", pp. 25-6. Cooper makes many of these same points 
himself. 
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speaking, the increased cultivation of fodder crops was used to sup- 
port the production of animals, which in turn fed back into ongoing 
grain production, with fallows abolished. This system was much more 
adaptable to the light sandy soils than to the heavy clayey ones which 
had hitherto provided England with much of its grain. As a result, 
during the seventeenth century one witnesses a wholesale transfor- 
mation of formerly grain producing areas, particularly Midland Eng- 
land, towards animal production. The accompanying "depopulation" 
and freeing of labour opened the way for the rise of new industries 
in the adjacent locales, among them leather goods (connected with 
animal raising in the area), lace, hosiery and clothmaking. Mean- 
while, the light-soil areas of the southern part of the country became 
even more fully devoted to grairl. Consequently, demand for agri- 
cultural labour in the arable areas intensified, and industrial pro- 
duction in these areas tended correspondingly to decline. Instead, 
these regions exported grain to support industry and non-food com- 
mercial agriculture elsewhere.199 

(III.2.2.b) Large Tenant Farms in France and England 
What, then, is to be said about the fact, brought against me by 

both Croot and Parker and by Cooper, that large tenant farms using 
wage labour did ultimately become preponderant in some regions in 
France, especially in the later seventeenth century, yet do not appear 
to have been associated with improvement or to have brought pro- 
gress to their regions? Does this invalidate the interpretation? In my 
original essay I pointed to the same phenomenon and advanced an 
explanation: that despite its similarity in outward form, the system 
of production characterized by large demesnes which emerged in 
parts of France in the early modern period expressed in reality the 
existence of very different social-productive relations from those 
which obtained in England.200 The underlying point I tried to make 
was that to analyse the productive potentials associated with a given 
system of property relations indeed, to fully define that system 
-it is not enough to focus on individual units of production; their 
place within the economic system as a whole must be specified. One 
needs, in this case, to comprehend the larger individual units in their 
interrelations with the other agricultural productive units, as well as 
with those in industry. In fact the large tenant farm in seventeenth- 
century France tended to function very differently than did its English 
counterpart, not only because it represented the outcome of a very 

199 E. L. Jones (ed.), Agriculture and Economic Growth in England, I660-I8IS (New 

York, I967), pp. 9-II, 36-7; E. L. Jones, "Agriculture and Economic Growth in 

England, I660-I750: Agricultural Change", Zl. Econ. Hist., xxv (I965), pp. I0-I8. 
200 Brenner, "Agrarian Class Structure and Economic Development in Pre-Indus- 

trial Europe", pp. 73-4, n. I I I . 
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different historical evolution, but especially because it operated 
within a very different overall property system one which remained 
in its basis dynamic peasolnt-dominated. 

Thus, larger tenant farms as a rule represented the outcome of 
processes whereby the French landlords were able for the first time to 
assert their property over what had formerly been peasant land. Just 
as the original process of dispossessing the peasantry in England had 
depended to a large degree upon the operation of the system of surplus 
extraction by extra-economic compulsion (in particular, the feudal right 
to levy variable fines), so it did in France. In France, however, it was 
growing royal levies of taxes, combined with the devastating direct 
effects of military conflict on the villagers' properties, which made it 
possible for accumulators of the land to undermine the peasants' 
position (often already weakened by the extreme fragmentation of 
holdings). The first significant wave of expropriations came during 
the Wars of Religion, and they were concentrated especially in areas 
directly exposed to fighting, notably Burgundy and the Paris region. 
A second significant wave of engrossment accompanied the internal 
and external conflicts of the second third of the seventeenth century, 
especially the years of the Fronde. Again, it was the undermining 
effect of rising fiscal pressures, exacerbated by military depredations, 
which forced peasants into debt and ultimately to sell out to local 
proprietors. 201 

The large units of property which emerged in France from the 
foregoing processes appeared similar to those of England. However, 
they arose within an environment in which they remained surrounded 

in their immediate environs and throughout France by a mas- 
sive, albeit semi-landless peasantry. As a result, they took on an econ- 
omic dynamic very different from that of their English counterparts. 
The appropriation of peasant land by village engrossers which only 
exacerbated the effects of the subdivisions of holdings, consequent 
on peasant population growth left masses of peasants on holdings 
too snlall to provide subsistence, having to seek leases and supple- 
mentary employment to make ends meet.202 Meanwhile, the weak- 
ness of agricultural productivity, bound up with peasant-based pro- 
duction, restricted the French home market and the industrial sector, 
leaving few alternative employments outside agriculture. In the last 

201 N. Fitch, "The Demographic and Economic Effects of Seventeenth-Century 
Wars: The Case of Bourbonnais, France", Review [Fernand Braudel Center, Bing- 
hampton, N.Y.], ii no. 2 (I978), pp. I8I-206; P. de Saint Jacob, "Mutations econo- 
miques et sociales dans les campagnes bourguignones a la fin du XVIe siecle", Etudes 
rurales, i (I96I), pp. 34-49; Jacquart, Crise rurale en Ile-de-France, pp. 2I3-27, 248-53, 
69I-707 723 ff- 

202 For the maintenance of large numbers of mini-peasant producers, alongside the 
great farms, see Jacquart, Crise rurale en Ile-de-France, pp. 72I, 724-7, 74I-2- Le Roy 
Ladurie, "De la crise ultime a la vrai croissance", in Duby and Wallon (eds.), Histoire 
de la France rurale, ll, pp. 4I4, 428. 
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analysis it was the demand for land for subsistence by peasants confined 
to the countryside which thus continued to determine the level of rents, 
despite the rise of large units of property and production. 203 This was 
manifested in the secular rise in rents through much of the seven- 
teenth century, as the continuing erosion of the peasants' share of the 
surface determined a continuing growth in demand for land, even 
after population had reached its peak.204 

In the foregoing economic context, the best returns obviously could 
be made simply by squeezing the tenants (directly by raising rent). 
Correlatively it made sense for the proprietors to desist from invest- 
ment in fixed capital and to plough their receipts back into the pur- 
chase of more land. This squeezing sometimes took place directly 
through leasing the demesne in small bundles to peasant tenants. 
Very often, however, the demesne was taken over by a large farmer. 
But these big tenants tended to play more the role of financial inter- 
mediaries between the lord and the mass of the peasantry than that 
of independent capitalists. They did provide some investment funds, 
especially for large ploughs and for animals. But other capital expen- 
ditures appear to have been restricted, and labour-intensive tech- 
niques favoured. The big tenants appear to have been, in the last 
analysis, the lords' dependants: more or less "stuck" on the land, 
they had few economic alternatives and were allowed relatively little 
scope to accumulate surpluses. They relieved the lords of direct re- 
sponsibility for managing the lands, while carrying out myriad seig- 
neurial administrative tasks such as collections and justice for 
them.205 In turn the lords, recruited increasingly from the ranks of 
the high officials and urban bourgeoisie, appear to have adopted a 
largely passive approach to their estates, making few improvements 
while buying ever more land. But this "rentier mentality" had a good 
and sufficient material basis the profitability of rent-squeezing 
methods of surplus extraction in the face of endemic peasant land 
hunger. 

I did indeed argue that a more productive and more collaborative 
relationship had by this time emerged between lord and tenant in 

203 For the upward pressure on rents from small, often sub-subsistence peasants 
who would pay significantly higher rates per acre than big tenants, see J. Jacquart, 
"La rente fonciere, indice conjuncturel", Revue historique, ccliii (I975), pp. 372-4. See 
also B. Veyrassat-Herren and E. Le Roy Ladurie, "La rente fonciere autour de Paris 
au XVIIe siecle", Annales. E.S.C., Xiii (I968), pp. 549-55; Cooper, "In Search of 
Agrarian Capitalism", p. 48. 

204 For the fluctuations in rent in the north of France its rise through the period 
of the Religious Wars; its fall-off after that; its recovery to its old high levels rather 
early in the seventeenth century, and its accelerated increase from around I640 see 
Jacquart, "Immobilisme et catastrophes", pp. 25 I-2; Jacquart, "Rente fonciere, indice 
coniuncturel", p. 365. 

205 See Jacquart's comment: the labourers "were never anything but the mandataires 
[representatives], at the heart of the rural world, of those who held the true elements 
of power": Jacquart, Crise rurale en Ile-de-France, pp. 756-7. 
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significant areas of England, helping to underwrite continuing de- 
velopment. Cooper considers that in so doing I have somehow attrib- 
uted distinctively charitable motives and productive intentions to 
English landlords ("Professor Brenner sounds like a Tory defender 
of the Corn Laws' I ) . 206 But no such thing is contained in my argument 
(nor do I imply that French lords were somehow backward or anti- 
entrepreneurial). My point is simply that the different social-pro- 
ductive conditions which had come to prevail in England and France 
by the later seventeenth century made for different strategies to best 
protect and improve landlord incomes. In England, especially in the 
grain growing regions, capitalist farmers controlled a highly capital- 
intensive husbandry, and the numbers of landholding peasants had 
declined drastically. In this situation, landlord incomes depended 
upon the tenants' ability to farm effectively on the basis of capital 
investment. Capitalist profits were, in short, a condition for landlord 
rents. To the degree that the landlords attempted to squeeze tenants, 
preventing them from making a reasonable profit on their investment, 
the latter might cease to invest, and ultimately give up their leases, 
moving to another farm or perhaps even another line of production. 
On the other hand, there existed no mass of semi-proletarianized 
peasantry on the land let alone one which could afford to pay a 
rent equivalent to that paid by the capitalist tenants. Economic suc- 
cess, in brief, depended on accumulation and innovation and, in this 
context, when the tenant was short of funds it was at times in the 
interest of the landlord to take over, to some degree, the function of 
capital investment (in which case the landlord would take part of his 
return in the form of profit). Thus the sort of landlord-tenant sym- 
biosis to which I referred had a good economic rationale and tended 
to condition a dynamic agricultural development. Cooper is in the 
end obliged to acknowledge that its existence has been verified again 
and again for the later seventeenth and eighteenth centuries.207 

The qualitative difference between the anatomically similar Eng- 
lish and French large farms is strikingly evidenced in their manifestly 
different functioning in the period of low grain prices of the later 
seventeenth century. Excellent profits could still be made in English 
agriculture in this period, provided that the appropriate steps were 
taken to make farms more efficient. On lands suitable for grain this 
meant an intensification and expansion of the advanced forms of 
sheep-corn husbandry the greater use of fodder crops, enclosure, 
the build-up of larger farms. On formerly arable lands appropriate to 
pasture, good returns were possible through the transformation to 

206 Cooper, "In Search of Agrarian Capitalism", pp. 53, 55-6. 
207 Ibid., p. 55 and n. I39. See Jones, "Agriculture and Economic Growth in Eng- 

land", as well as the sources cited by Cooper himself. See also Coleman, Economy of 
England ( London, I 977), pp. I 22-3 . 
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permanent grass, or to up-and-down husbandry, usually requiring 
enclosure and the construction of essentially new farm operations. 
The build-up of productive units, the input of capital and the accel- 
eration of innovation were what was required in both cases. That this 
was, indeed, what took place provides convincing evidence for the 
grip of capitalist production relations on English agriculture in this 
period, as well as the superiority of these relations.208 

The response of the French proprietors to the low food prices of 
the period from the I660S was in marked contrast to that of their 
English counterparts, as Cooper himself points out. In the face of a 
declining market for agricultural products, a market which "indi- 
cated" that rents "should" be lowered to correspond to lowered 
prices, they insisted on raising them. As a result, a great number of 
their tenants, including their larger tenants, were caught in a squeeze 
between high rents and low prices, were pushed into debt and ulti- 
mately were forced to yield up their farms to their lord, as well as 
much of their accumulated property, including farm implements and 
even household furnishings.209 This did not, however, indicate that 
the French landlords were more or less rational, more or less chari- 
table than their English counterparts; they simply faced a different 
situation. When the bad times hit after I660, it made sense for the 
French lords to shift the burden to their tenants, because they could 
get away with it and still profit handsomely. Rents appear to have 
been kept up, on the one hand, by the demand from semi-landless 
peasants, who were apparently willing to intensify their labour to be 
better able to pay more to the lords. On the other hand, the big 
tenants appear to have been unable to avoid continuing to pay high 
rents because they had no place else to go. They ended up, in many 
cases, handing over to the lords every last bit of their accumulated 
capital in order to hold on to their leases, before going under. Jacquart 
thus refers to the "lamination" of the farmers and rural merchaxlts in 
this period.210 Of course, in the end market forces were bound to 
assert themselves. But they did so only in the long run. In many 
cases, landlords were able to sustain high rents in the face of low 
prices for a generation. While rents were kept up in the north of 
France until I700,211 the French agricultural base continued to be 
eroded. 

208 Thirsk, "Seventeenth-Century Agriculture and Social Change", pp. I55-7; 
Cooper, "In Search of Agrarian Capitalism", pp. 53-6. Thus the fact that many land- 
lords adopted a draconian pOlicy towards their small tenants does not controvert my 
argument, as Cooper suggests, but further supports it. 

209 Jacquart, Crise rurale en Ile-de-France, pp. 742, 744-8; Jacquart, "Immobilisme 
et catastrophes", pp. 254-5, 26I-5. 

210 Jacquart, Crise rurale en Ile-de-France, pp. 747-8. 
211 Jacquart, "Rente fonciere, indice conjoncturel", p. 365. 
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(III.2.2 c) Agrtcultural Production: The Long-Term Results in Eng- 
land versus France 
The long-term outcome of the operation of these very different 

systems of social-property relations in England and France was only 
to intensify the sharp disparity in their respective agricultural per- 
formances. This conclusion has recently been disputed by a revis- 
ionist school (apparently supported, although inconsistently, by 
Cooper), which has sought to deny what was for long an accepted 
orthodoxy. Thus Cooper implies that it was the greater exposure to 
the devastations of warfare which explains any weakness of French 
agriculture relative to English agriculture in the sixteenth and seven- 
teenth centuries.212 Other historians have argued in turn that es- 
pecially from the early eighteenth century, with the end of the worst 
excesses of absolutism, French agriculture experienced an impressive 
growth which compared quite favourably with that of England.213 

The revisionist case depends, however, on the findings of Toutain, 
contained in a large-scale macro-study of French national income. 
Toutain's data have been largely discredited.214 Certainly they are 
accepted by few students of the French agricultural history of the 
eighteenth century. On the basis of their studies of tithe returns 
as well as less direct evidence almost all have concluded that agri- 
culture stagnated at least to I750.215 

The evidence for England is less direct than for Francen but the 
results are fairly clear. English population was about 2@2 million in 
I450; it exceeded 5 million by I700. At the same level of population 
in the fourteenth century, there had been chronic famine and crisis. 
By I700, subsistence crisis had already been, for a long time, a thing 
of the past. The last even relatively severe one had occurred in I597, 
but even this was not serious by Continental standards. Meanwhile, 

212 Cooper, "In Search of Agrarian Capitalism", p. 59. It seems to me that his 
position on this question in this article is profoundly contradictory, and I have made 
use of the evidence he himself offers against this view 

213 See especially P. K. O'Brien, "Agriculture and the Industrial Revolution", Econ. 
Hist. Rev., 2nd ser., xxx (I977), pp. I66-8I; also R. Roehl, "French Industrialization: 
A Reconsideration", Explorations in Economic Histoty, xiii (I976), p. 260. 

214 E. Le Roy Ladurie, "Les comptes fantastiques de Gregory King", Annales. 
E.S.C., xxiii (I968), pp. Io86-Io2- D. Landes, "Statistics as a Source for the History 
of Economic Development in Western Europe", in V. Lorwin and J. Price (eds.), The 
Dtmensions of the Past (New Haven, Conn., Ig72), p. 74; E. L. Jones, "Introduction: 
Industrial Patterns and their Rural Backgrounds", in the Italian edition of Agricultural 
History and Industrial Development (typescript). I wish to thank Professor Jones for 
allowing me to consult this manuscript before publication. 

215 Le Roy Ladurie thinks that I do not in my essay sufficiently appreciate French 
agricultural progress in the pre-industrial period, but I am perfectly in accord with his 
own summary: "On the whole, from the fourteenth century to the first part of the 
eighteenth century, the agricultural product was without doubt agitated by fluctu- 
ation . . . but it was not animated, in the very long run, by a durable movement of 
growth . . . A true growth takes form . . . only after I 750, and then often in a hesitant 
fashion": Le Roy Ladurie "Masses profondes: la paysannerie", p. 575. See also Le 
Roy Ladurie, "De la crise ultime a la vrai croissance", p. 395. 
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by I700, perhaps up to half the population was in non-agricultural 
pursuits, having to be supported by agricultural producers. At the 
same time, England had become Europe's largest grain exporter.216 

What about the eighteenth century? For this period, approxima- 
tions of English and French agricultural growth have been based 
largely on an assumed constant per capita consumption of grain. On this 
assumption population growth can provide, in gross terms, a good 
indicator of the rate of growth of the food supply. As Cooper explains, 
the case of the revisionists that English agricultural growth in the first 
part of the eighteenth century was not relatively greater than the 
French is based on outmoded demographic data (the Bowley-Rick- 
man estimates). More recent figures supplied by the Cambridge 
Group, on the basis of data from parish registers, show that (while 
food prices were relatively stable) English population was growing 
much faster than earlier estimates indicate. This evidences a much 
more rapid growth in agricultural output for the later seventeenth 
and early eighteenth century than had been previously thought. 
Cooper ends up by concluding that "there probably was appreciable 
growth of agricultural output in the late seventeenth and early eight- 
eenth centuries when French output was stagnant or falling, and the 
English rate of growth would have been much faster than the French 
until I750". "By I760", he says, "the differences between English 
and French agricultures were certainly much greater than in I560, 
even if the comparison is restricted to the predominantly arable re- 
gions of open-field France''.217 

(III.2.2.d) French and English Agrtculture in European Comparative 
Perspective 
The development of agriculture elsewhere in Europe in the early 

modern period tends to confirm the foregoing relationships and pat- 
terns. 

216 On the mildness of English subsistence crises, even in the sixteenth century, in 
comparison with the French, see A. Appleby, "Grain Prices and Subsistence Crises 
in England and France, I590-I740'',?1. Econ. Hist., xxxix (I979). On English grain 
exports, see D. Ormrod, "Dutch Commercial and Industrial Decline and British 
Growth in the Late Seventeenth and Early Eighteenth Centuries", in F. Krantz and 
P. M. Hohenberg (eds.), Failed Transitions to Modern Industrial Societ: Renaissance 
Italy and Seventeenth-Century Holland (Montreal, I975), pp. 36-43- J. A. Faber, "The 
Decline of the Baltic Trade in the Second Half of the Seventeenth Century", Acta 
historiae Neerlandica, i (I966), pp. I25-6; A. H. John, "English Agricultural Improve- 
ment and Grain Exports, I660-I765", in D. C. Coleman and A. H. John (eds.), Trade 
Government and Economy in Pre-Industrzal England (London, I976), pp. 45-68. 

217 Cooper, "In Search of Agrarian Capitalism", pp. 23, 24, 59. Looking at the 
eighteenth century as a whole, and using analogous methods, E. L. Jones has come to 
similar conclusions. He finds that whereas in England and Wales in I700 one person 
employed in farming fed I-7 persons, in I800 one person fed 2-5 persons, an increase 
of 47 per cent. In France the equivalent calculation is that in I70I one person fed I-2 
persons, and in I789 one person fed I-3 persons, an increase of only 8 per cent: Jones 
"Introduction: Industrial Patterns and their Rural Backgrounds", pp. 27-9. 
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The Dutch Case. Cooper and Le Roy Ladurie refer to the rise of 
progressive Dutch agriculture in the sixteenth and seventeenth cen- 
turies as if it exemplifies their argument that a peasant-dominated 
agricultural economy could, in the early modern period, provide the 
foundation for agricultural breakthrough.218 Yet, what is most sig- 
nificant about the Dutch agrarian structure at the start of the early 
modern period is its systematic difference from the typical west Euro- 
pean feudal-peasant pattern. There had never been a strongly-rooted 
lordly class capable of extracting a surplus by means of extra-econ- 
omic compulsion, and by I500 the landed class received exclusively 
economic rents. Equally significant, there had never been a traditional 
"patriarchal", "possessing" peasantry, with direct, non-market ac- 
cess to its means of subsistence.219 Agriculture could be established, 
apparently, only on the basis of small dairy and livestock production; 
as a result, from the start, farmers had little choice but to specialize 
output for exchange, for they had to buy grain in the market in order 
to subsist. 220 From very early on, moreover, tenantry appears to have 
been widespread, further enforcing the tendency to competitive mar- 
ket production.221 

Given this non-feudal, non-peasant social-property structure, it is 
perhaps not surprising that, from the sixteenth century onwards, 
Dutch agriculture experienced no tendency towards a demographi- 
cally powered evolution on the basis of ensconced peasant possessors 

the familiar Malthusian pattern leading to morcellation, declining 
productivity, and crisis.222 Instead, under pressure from the urban 
markets there took place a process of economic growth based on 
competition and differentiation: highly specialized market pro- 
duction led to the supercession of smallholders and the build-up of 
large farms, on the basis of capital investment, technical change and 
the introduction of wage labour. 223 

The Flemish Case. Finally both Cooper and Le Roy Ladurie point 
to the precocious improvement of Flemish agriculture in the early 

218 Cooper, "In Search of Agrarian Capitalism", p. 30 n. 47j Le Roy Ladurie, 
"Reply to Professor Brenner", p. 59. 

219 J. DeVries, "On the Modernity of the Dutch Republic", Zl. Econ. Hist., xxxiii 
(I973), pp. I94-5 ff.; J. DeVries, The Dutch Rural Economy in the Golden Age, I500- 
I700 (New Haven, Conn., I974), pp. 24-4I. 

220 DeVries, "On the Modernity of the Dutch Republic", p. I94. Note the huge 
role of grain imports in making possible specialization in livestock as well as industry. 
DeVries, Dutch Rural Economy, pp. I69-73; H. van der Wee, "The Agricultural De- 
velopment of the Low Countries as Revealed by the Tithe and Rent Statistics, I250- 
I800", in H. van der Wee and E. van Cauwenberghe (eds.), Productivity of Land and 
Agrtcultural Innovation in the Low Countries (Louvain, I978), p. I2. 

221 DeVries, Dutch Rural Economy, p. 33. 
222 It is notable that DeVries explicitly conceptualizes the specificity of the Dutch 

agrarian development as following a "spectalization" as opposed to a "peasant" model: 
DeVries, Dutch Rural Economy, passim. 

223 J. DeVries, The Economy of Europe in an Age of Crisis, I600-I750 (New York, 
I976), p. 7I- 
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modern period, which was indeed operated by very small agricul- turalists.224 Does this case prove that peasants could and did provide the basis for a breakthrough to agricultural and, in turn, economic development in the early modern period? It needs to be noted at the outset that the small Flemish agriculturalists generally did not possess their means of subsistence. It appears, in fact, that an important phase in separating the peasants from the "possession" of the land and thus in conditioning agricultural development took place during the reconstruction of the countryside in the wake of the late medieval population drop-off, when landlords turned customary ten- ures to leasehold. In any case, in the early modern period Flemish agriculture was primarily carried out either by commercial tenants or by mi-ni-freeholders whose farms were too small to produce "for sub- sistence". Both had to produce for the market and to specialize in order to survive.225 

What made it not only necessary for these small producers to specialize and improve for the market, but also possible to do so successfully, was firstly the easy availability of grain brought in from eastern Europe. Massive grain imports from east Germaxly and Po- land gave the Flemish cultivators relative freedom from the usual pressures to orient production to the variety of subsistence nceds, in order to avoid dependence on the market for survival. Such security of supply in basic necessities was not, of course, available to most of Europe's peasantry, which was in general obliged to be self-reliant.226 Correlatively, the Flemish peasants' immediate access to the great Flemish industrial centres they were located in the shadows of the Flemish towns gave them ready and consistent markets and made specialization that much less risky.227 Finally, and indispensably, the Flemish farmers' proximity to the cities gave them access to the big urban supplies of fertilizer (human and animal). Fertilizer from the towns was a linchpin of their entire productive enterprise, which would have been very difficult without it.228 
224 Cooper, "In Search of Agrarian Capitalism", pp. 30-I; Le Roy Ladurie, "Reply to Professor Brenner", p. 59. 
225 H. rran der Wee and E. van Cauwenberghe, "Histoire agraire et finances pub- liques en Flandre du XIVe au XVIIe siecle", Annales. E.S.C., xxviii (I973), pp. I056-8; Cooper, "In Search of Agrarian Capitalism", p. 39- F. M. Mendels, "Agrl- culture and Peasant Industry in Eighteenth-Century Flanders", in E. L. Jones and W. N. Parker (eds.), European Peasants and their Markets (Princeton, I975), pp. I94, I 98-9. 
226 A. Verhulst, "L'economie rurale de la Flandre et la depression economique du bas moyen age", Etudes rurales, iii (July-Sept. I963), pp. 76-7; A. van der Woude "The A. A. G. Biidragen and the Study of Dutch Rural History", Z1. European Econ. Hist., iv (I975), p. 235; B. H. Slicher van Bath, "The Rise of Intensive Cultivation in the Low Countries", in J. S. Bromley and E. H. Kossman (eds.), Britain and the Netherlands (London, I960), p. I49. 
227 Slicher van Bath, "The Rise of Intensive Cultivation", pp. I45-6 228 "The model functions in full only near cities . . . which furnish the necessary complements of fertilizer": Le Roy Ladurie, "De la crise ultime a la vrai croissance", p. 4I4. 
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It must be emphasized that these minifarmers did not, by and 
large) produce basic food crops. They specialized, rather, in all sorts 
of industrial crops, in dairy products and in market gardening.229 It 
was not, therefore, the small Flemish agriculturalist who supported 
the expanding Flemish industrial centres. On the contrary, neither 
the specialized, Flemish small peasant agriculture) nor the advanced 
Flemish industry could have flourished had it not been for grain 
imports from the east. 

In view of all its special features, it is hardly surprising that 
Flemish-type agriculture barely spread at all beyond the regions in 
which it originally found a home. Are we to suppose that the neigh- 
bouring peasants of northern France were somehow too conservative 
to copy their Flemish brethren? Did the Enlightenment come early 
to the Catholic peasants of Flanders, while it eluded their less fa- 
voured counterparts not too many miles away in Normandy) Cam- 
bresis, Picardy and other places? Le Roy Ladurie himself) writing 
elsewhere, is careful to describe the Flemish agricultural develop- 
ments as "aberrant" and to point out that they "seem to develop in 
isolation' (in a "vase clos") - precisely because of the peculiar) 
urbanized, grain-importing conditions of the region.230 Is it not clear 
that this is the exception that proves the rule? 

One qualification to conclude these considerations on the potentials 
of pre-industrial peasant agriculture: what was "the rule" in medieval 
and early modern Europe cannot be taken to hold good for all times 
and all places. For the relationships between certain property systems 
and certain paths of economic evolution) especially of the develop- 
ment of the productive forces, are not governed by trans-historical 
laws. In particular, once breakthroughs to ongoing capitalist econ- 
omic development took place in various regions, these irrevocably 
transformed the conditions and character of the analogous processes 
which were to occur subsequewntly elsewhere. Over time, and es- 
pecially in the course of the nineteenth century, the significance for 
economic advance of agriculture based on small owner-operators was 
altered. The incentives for production for the market grew; the pres- 
sures to orient production to subsistence declined; and the technical 
potential of the small family farm was expanded. As the rise of in- 
dustry made available an ever wider range of commodities at low 
costs, there were tremendous inducements for the peasants to give up 
home production of necessities, and to specialize and buy what they 
needed on the market. With ever-expanding world supplies in basic 
food and improved transportation to make these accessible) there was 

229 Mendels, "Agriculture and Peasant Industry", passim. 
230 Le Roy Ladurie, "Masses profondes: la paysannerie", p 514 and, in general 

pp. 5I I-I4; also quoted in Cooper, "In Search of Agrarian Capitalism", p. 39. Le Roy 
Ladurie, "De la crise ultime a la vrai croissance", pp. 4I4-I6. 
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decreasing risk in specialization. Finally, with the development of 
artificial fertilizers and the growth of biological knowledge towards 
the end of the nineteenth century, the small family farm obtained 
positive advantages in certain production lines. Especially in the new 
forms of animal (combined with fodder crop) production ("poly- 
culture-elevage"), the best techniques were as applicable to small as 
to large farms and required little capital. Moreover, the small family 
farmer could apply a quality and care in labour necessary for animal 
production which was usually unattainable on capitalist farms using 
wage labour.231 These developments naturally made much more 
likely a "smooth" transition from peasant to essentially capitalist 
farming, without the need for extra-economic processes to separate 
the direct producer from the means of subsistence the continuity 
of the family farm. 

CONCLUSION: INDUSTRY, AGRICULTURE AND ECONOMIC 
DEVELOPMENT 

It was the growth of agricultural productivity, rooted in the trans- 
formation of agrarian class or property relations, which allowed the 
English economy to embark upon a path of development foreclosed 
to its Continental neighbours. This path was distinguished by con- 
tinuing industnalization and overall economic growth through the 
period when "general crisis" gripped the other European economies, 
and into the epoch of the Industrial Revolution. 

Now, quite possibly, the spectacular rise of English cloth pro- 
duction for export from the later fifteenth century powerfully sup- 
plemented by population growth a bit later was what set off the 
overall process of English economic development in the early modern 
period. It may well have provided the initial pressure of demand 
which set in motion the highly responsive agricultural productive 
system. Nevertheless, it is critical to emphasize that the English cloth 
export industry, like its Continental counterparts, was characterized 
by its continuity with and similanty to the great medieval cloth indus- 
tries of Flanders and northern Italy: it responded to the same feudal 
dynamics, was subject to the same feudally based limitations, and 
could not therefore provide the foundations for continuing growth. 
It grew up on the basis of its ability to capture a large segment of a 
growing European demand for essentially luxury products, rooted in 
growing upper- and middle-class incomes, based finally on the 
"growth phase" of the European economy extending from the later 

231 C. Servolin "L'absorption de l'agriculture dans le mode de production capitaliste", in Y. Tavernier, M. Gervais and C. Servolin (eds.), L'univers politique des paysans (Paris, I972), pp. 44-5, and passim; M. Gervais and C. Servolin, "Reflexions sur l'evolution de l'agriculture dans les pays developpes", Cahiers de l'Institut eocono- mique appliquee, ser. Ag 3, no. I43 (Nov. I963), pp. I02-6. 
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fifteenth century. But like its predecessors of the medieval period, 
the growth of the English cloth industry for export was strictly limited 
by the restricted size of the European market, ultimately bounded by 
the system's inability to transform agricultural production. Thus the 
English cloth export industry, like all of its Continental counterparts, 
inevitably began to falter as population and production on the Con- 
tinent reached a ceiling and began to descend into crisis in the later 
sixteenth and seventeenth centuries. The intensified competition ex- 
perienced not only by the English cloth export industry, but by all 
of the major Continental cloth export industries, was an indication 
that the market had reached a point of saturation. Beyond that point 
there might be some redistribution of market shares among the 
national cloth export industries, but industry as a whole could not 
grow significantly.232 Henceforth, every Continental region sank, 
sooner or later, into the interrelated agricultural and industrial crisis 
of the seventeenth century. 

What, therefore, marks off the English economy from those of all 
its European neighbours in the seventeenth century was not only its 
capacity to maintain demographic increase beyond the old Malthusian 
limits but its ability to sustain continuing industrial and overall econ- 
omic growth, in the face of the crisis and stagnation of the traditionally 
predominant cloth export industry. Although perhaps originally dy- 
namized by cloth exports, the continuing English industrial expan- 
sion was founded upon a growing domestic market, rooted ultimately 
in the continuing transformation of agricultural production. It was, 
by contrast, the restricted and declining home market undermined 
by decaying agricultural productivity which was at the root of 
the widespread drop-off in manufacturing production throughout 
France, west Germany and eastern Europe. 

The fact that the industrial development of Continental Europe 
continued to be fettered by its feudal agrarian base throughout the 
early modern period is finally confirmed by the constricted develop- 
mental path of even its most advanced region, the United Provinces. 
By the early seventeenth century, Dutch shipping dominated the 
European carrying trade and may have constituted the economy's 
most dynamic sector. There was also an impressive cloth industry for 
export, located especially at Leiden. Furthermore, important paper, 
brewing, bleaching, baking, and brick and tile making industries, at 

232 Coleman, Economy of England, pp. 48-55, 6I-5; F. J. Fisher "London's Export 
Trade in the Early Seventeenth Century", Econ. Hist. Rev., 2nd ser., iii (I950)- B. 

Supple, Commercial Crisis and Change in England, I600-I642 (Cambridge, I959)- D. 
Sella, "The Rise and Fall of the Venetian Woollen Industry", in B. Pullan (ed.), Crisis 
and Change in the Venetian Economy (New York, I968); P. Deyon, "La concurrence 
international des manufactures lainieres aux XVIe et XVII' siecles", Annales. E.S.C. 
xxvii (Ig72); C. Wilson, "Cloth Production and International Competition in the 

Seventeenth Century", Econ. Hist. Rev., 2nd ser., xiii (I960). 
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least partly for export, grew up in this period. Meanwhile, a vital 
agricultural sector developed rapidly by carrying specialization by 
region, and especially in relationship to the European economy, to 
an extremely high pitch. 

The problem was, however, that all of these developments were 
spurred by and dependent upon the general growth of the European 
economy over the sixteenth and into the seventeenth century. The 
industrial and agricultural sectors were heavily dependent upon grain 
imports from eastern Europe for their existence. Even more signifi- 
cantly, both shipping and cloth, as well as a number of other leading 
Dutch industries, were dependent upon overseas export markets, and 
thus overseas production. This was eventually true also of Dutch 
agriculture. In sum, Dutch production hardly constituted an econ- 
omy in its own right; it grew up as an integral part of the overall 
European economy and naturally shared its fate. 

It was predictable, then, that as the European economy as a whole 
moved into stagnation and crisis at various points in the seventeenth 
century, the Dutch economy would be profoundly affected. The 
carrying trade was perhaps most sensitive to the general European 
crisis, stagnating after I650. Cloth, too, could not help but be hurt, 
the output of Leiden falling by one-third between I650 and I700. 
Because it was so deeply rooted in the European economy, the Dutch 
economy could not turn back in upon itself when the crisis came. 
The Dutch had simply built too great an edifice on shaky foundations. 
The region's advanced economic organization had allowed it to dom- 
inate the growing markets of Europe's economy in "phase A". But 
when these markets inevitably reached their limit, the Dutch econ- 
omy was bound to fall back. Enmeshed in what remained an essen- 
tially feudal circuit of production, the Dutch economy was slowly 
strangled, as that circuit gradually constricted with the onset of 
"phase B".233 

By contrast, the English economy of the early modern period wit- 
nessed the gradual construction of mutually interdependent, mu- 
tually self-developing agricultural and industrial sectors at home. 
That English production had already begun to orient towards a de- 
veloping home market by the second quarter of the seventeenth cent- 
ury appears to be evidenced in the relatively small degree to which 
the dramatic crisis of the traditional cloth export trade in this period 
disrupted the economy as a whole. The economic "crisis" was largely 

233 For the foregoing paragraphs, see especially Van der Woude, "A.A.G. Biidragen 
and the Study of Dutch Rural History", pp. 227-4I . Schoffer comments: "To a certain 
degree, we can call the economic prosperity of the Dutch Republic parasitical . . . [It] 
was bound to Europe in all its fibres . . . Holland's prosperity waned after I660, the 
Republic was also enmeshed in the B-phase of European economic development": I. 
Schoffer, "Did Holland's Golden Age Coincide with a Period of Crisis?", Acta historiae 
hIeerlandica, i (I966), pp. I00-I. 
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confined to the areas directly involved in cloth production for export, 
and was manifested in high levels of unemployment in these 
locales.234 But at the very same time (I6I5-40) there was a significant 
growth of all sorts of import trades: not only luxury goods for the 
upper classes but a wide range of consumer goods, such as fruits from 
Spain, currants from the Levant, spices from the Indies, tobacco 
from America.235 This seems to indicate the existence of a substantial 
middle-class, even lower-class, market at home. The appearance of 
an actual glut in grain production in these years, with accompanying 
lower prices, seems to have eased the effects of the cloth crisis and 
provided the basis for continuing growth.236 

The continuing dynamism of the English economy in the second 
half of the seventeenth century evidenced the transformation which 
had occurred. During this time, as Thirsk explains, there was a rapid 
growth of a whole range of industries which had their beginnings in 
the Tudor period (including stocking knitting, lace making, linen 
weaving and so forth), as well as a host of other "consumer industries" 
(knives, edge tools, hats, pots and the like).237 It is difficult to 
assign quantitative weight to these developments. Nevertheless, the 
"macro-economic" trends seem to confirm the impression that there 
was a significantly growing home market for industrial goods. Demo- 
graphic growth continued through the end of the seventeenth century 
and into the eighteenth, and population continued to shift from agri- 
culture into industry and from the rural towards the urban areas, as 
there was a big growth not only of London, but also of Liverpool, 
Manchester and Birmingham. Even so, grain prices ceased to rise. 
This allowed real wages to increase, a new golden age for working 
people. With agriculture providing growing discretionary incomes 
and increasing purchasing power not only to the middle but to the 
lower classes, the home market continued to grow. Industry fed on 
agriculture and stimulated in turn further agricultural improvement 

an upward spiral that extended into the Industrial Revolution.238 

University of California, Los Angeles Robert Brenner 

234 Supple, Commercial Cnsis and Change in England, passim. 
235 H. Taylor, "Trade, Neutrality and the 'English Road', I630-I648", Econ. Hist. 

Rev., 2nd ser., xxv (Ig72), pp. 236-60, A. M. Millard, "The Import Trade of London 
I600-I640" (Univ. of London Ph.D. thesis, I956), appendices. 

236 J. Thirsk, Economic Policy and Projects: The Development of a Consumer Sociew 
in Early Modern England (Oxford, I978), p. I6I. I wish to thank Dr. Thirsk for 
allowing me to consult her manuscript in advance of publication. 

237 Thirsk, Economic Policy and Projects, ch. 5, and Conclusion. 
238 For the continuing development, see Coleman, Economy of England, chs. 6, 7 

9, II; A. H. John, "Agricultural Productivity and Economic Growth in England 
I700-I760",?1. Econ. Hist., xxv (I965); D. E. C. Eversley, "The Home Market and 
Economic Growth in England, I750-I780", in E. L. Jones and G. E. Mingay (eds.) 
Land, Labour and Population in the Industrial Revolution (London, I967). 
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