Chapter 1

MEDIEVAL FOUNDATIONS OF
MARKET EXCHANGE

?
As late as the 1970s and 1980s, the dominant opinion in economic history was
still that England’s early modern upturn had been preceded by a stagnating medieval economy. Signiﬁcant social changes had not taken place, productivity had
been low, and most of the rural population had laboured for their own subsistence.1 These assumptions have proven to be unfounded; rather, during the High
Middle Ages, the English economy experienced a considerable upswing. In the
area of agriculture, eﬀorts were made for the ﬁrst time to coordinate farming and
livestock breeding, regional specialization developed, and the population grew.
In a parallel development, the number of both cities and their residents rose, as
did the price of labour, land and capital. Against this background, the amount of
money in circulation increased, and a rudimentary system of credit developed.2
The trans-European plague epidemic of 1348/49 interrupted this development
only temporarily.
One can observe similar processes at this time on the European continent.
However, it is clear that the demographic and economic crises caused by the
plague in the mid-fourteenth century were overcome more quickly and easily in
England than in the north, south or west of Europe (with the exception of the
Netherlands).3 In England, the plague-related labour shortage led to permanent
wage increases despite the fact that the collapse of the system of bonded labour
towards the end of the fourteenth century added a great number of new workers
to the workforce. A further indication that the crisis was successfully overcome
was that landowners gave some of their former bondsmen posts and entrusted
them with administrative duties, with the eﬀect that knowledge of trade, laws
and management methods were further spread.4 The sustainability of the postpestilential upswing is attested to not least by the observation that while extraction
Notes from this chapter begin on page 35.
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methods remained the same, coal production steadily increased into the sixteenth
century due solely to the fact the additional demand for it existed.5
These ﬁndings give us occasion to suspect that in England, communication
structures and behavioural routines were in place that enabled contemporaries to
take advantage of economic changes ﬂexibly and productively. Two observations
underline this assumption and simultaneously point to possible explanations.
For one, with the exception of London, English cities – in comparison with
southern Germany and northern Italy, for example – had relatively small populations of about ﬁve thousand inhabitants, a particularity that can be explained
not only in terms of the relative unimportance of foreign trade at that time,
but also and above all of the high level of market integration locally. Unlike in
Germany, where cities were isolated ‘islands’ amidst the surrounding countryside that ‘[raised] themselves above the general barter economy’, to quote the
historian Georg Brodnitz from a 1914 publication, English cities were market
locations engaged in brisk trade with the equally market-oriented rural areas. If
they wanted to survive as ‘centres of economic exchange’, they had to respond to
impulses from the surrounding countryside.6
For another, one could argue that already with the Norman Invasion in the
eleventh century, a speciﬁc form of feudalism developed in England that was
more encouraging of the emergence of market-supported (and therefore ﬂexible) trade than were the comparable governance and economic structures on the
European continent. In the following, this English type of feudalism shall be discussed at greater length, since it is safe to assume that it created the preconditions
for the formation and establishment of processes of commercialization.7
Both particularities – the size of English cities and their feudal governance
structures – were interrelated, and both developed in the wake of the political
upheavals triggered by the Norman Invasion of 1066.

Institutions and Law
After his victory at the Battle of Hastings, William the Conqueror, Duke of Normandy, not only made England into a colony of the West Frankish Kingdom, but
also into a uniformly occupied territory. In contrast to comparable invasions by
the Normans elsewhere in Europe, for example in Sicily or the Kiev region, there
was no cooperation with the old ruling elites. Rather, in subsequent battles of
conquest, William liquidated or drove out nearly all of the four thousand to ﬁve
thousand members of the Anglo-Saxon aristocracy. He divided the conquered
territory up among 189 of his followers, whom he elevated to the status of lords
and upon whom he imposed tax duties and military service obligations.8
These feudal obligations might in themselves be an extension of the AngloSaxon tradition; the experts are not of one mind on this point. The centralist
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administration of the new state, which was tailored to the King, can, however,
be regarded as an innovation in terms of governance, even if on the local level,
the old Anglo-Saxon administrative organization into ‘shires’ and ‘hundreds’ was
preserved.9 In all of the shires, William and his successors set up courts of law.
As local oﬃce holders, the aldermen represented the King’s interests, while the
sheriﬀs and bailiﬀs served as the forces of order. The King’s Court, established in
the early thirteenth century as the central court of law, was responsible for major
cases. A central tax authority, the Exchequer, received the account statements and
earnings of the King’s agents from all corners of the empire and audited them. In
the Chancery, oﬃcial state documents were issued and stored. Such writs documented, among other things, the modalities of tax collection and the changes in
the distribution of land ownership.10 Cities had a subordinate status within this
centralized system. Neither military nor political competencies were granted to
them by the King or his successors.11
The new state was stable: the emergence of dynasties, with the associated
subdivision of territories into ever-smaller sovereignties observable elsewhere in
Europe, did not take place here. This was surely due in part to England’s literal
insularity, which oﬀered a certain measure of protection from invasion, as well
as to the modest size of the territory, which made internal integration easier.
Thus it was possible for the King and
his travelling judges to regularly visit all
parts of the country, despite the diﬃcult conditions of travel in the Middle
Ages.12 However, there were also other
small dominions in Europe, e.g., Scotland and Sicily, that did not achieve as
high a degree of integration as England.
This speaks in favour of regarding the
early development of a unitary state and
the associated monopoly of power by the
King as particular stabilising factors.
Within the framework of the present
study, this thoroughgoing centralism is Figure 1.1. Coin of William of
Conqueror, 1068.
relevant primarily because it gave the
country a considerable push towards commercialization. Of foremost signiﬁcance is the side eﬀect that it resulted in the creation a contiguous economic and
juridical area without any signiﬁcant internal tariﬀs13 and that free persons could,
with the aid of royal justice and of professional legal experts, take action against
swindlers, bankrupts, bad debtors and contract breakers. By 1362, they could
even do so in the vernacular tongue, as English became the oﬃcial language of
justice in that year.14 Furthermore, in a continuation of Anglo-Saxon conventions, unitary weights and measures as well as a single currency were used. The
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Normans gradually replaced the old penny coins with ones of sterling silver, and
thenceforth value was measured in pounds sterling.15
Secondly, William the Conqueror and his successors introduced a reorganization of the market for agricultural land. As this market calls for a state framework,
one could presumably even say that they ‘introduced’ this type of market. The
lords were permitted to sell the use rights to the land allotted to them to anyone
they chose, or to purchase or lease land, so long as no contiguous territories
resulted that might have called into question the direct dominion of the King.
As is documented in the famous Domesday Book (1086), which William commissioned to gain and maintain an overview of the distribution of property and to
avoid a concentration of acreage in the hands of individuals, the number of landholders had grown to several thousand within twenty years of the Conquest.16
When the King’s Court placed the purchasers of land, the so-called freemen,
under its jurisdiction in the course of the thirteenth century so that they could
emancipate themselves from the lords by means of royal writs and then work the
land as they pleased, the number of market participants increased once again.17
Thirdly, the institutionalization of a land market gave impetus to the capital
market. Land could henceforth stand as a security, and in turn loans were entered
into to purchase land. Furthermore, feudal dues and leaseholds were generally
rendered in cash, and for this, as well, it was often necessary to borrow money.18
Fourthly, the Crown monopoly on foreign currency trading – yet another aspect
of royal centralism – favoured the early and universal establishment of a credit
system. That the Royal Exchanger and his functionaries rigorously conﬁscated
coins in foreign currencies to take them to the Tower Mint to be melted down
and reminted as sterling coins contributed signiﬁcantly to the English peculiarity that neither deposit banks nor a system of monetary trading, which elsewhere
in Europe emerged out of currency trading in the Middle Ages, were founded.
Instead, in England – and at this early point in time only there – bills of exchange,
bonds and other commercial papers were acknowledged in payment transactions.19
While such papers did carry a certain amount of risk, they had the advantage that
they were transferable and could be freely reproduced independently of the right
of coinage. This increased the range and speed of capital circulation, reduced the
loss of value through currency exchange and averted the necessity of the risk-laden
transport of coins. Furthermore, it helped circumvent the church ban on interest,
as bills of exchange allowed the interest on borrowings to appear as a fee or to be
hidden in the exchange rate. Above all, however, in view of the notorious shortage of coins in the Middle Ages, the economy of bills of exchange increased the
number of market actors and the volume of transactions. As Matthew Rowlinson
notes, it also stimulated professional trading because it ‘sets a price not only on the
abstractions of time and place, but also on that of money itself ’.20
That a society of owners and acquisition emerged out of the system of ‘distributive feudalism’ (Verteilungsfeudalismus, Günther Lottes) was an eﬀect of,
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rather than the motivation behind, the state-building eﬀorts of William the Conqueror and his successors. What was of primary concern to these kings was the
securing of their rule and the assurance of the cooperation of the lords that this
demanded.21 The former could never, however, be entirely certain of the latter’s
loyalty, and this led to further measures of enforcing their sovereignty, which had
commercial side eﬀects.
The ﬁnancial side of rule was comparatively unproblematic. It was possible where
necessary to enforce the collection of agricultural dues and taxes directly from all
tax-paying subjects so as to reduce the ﬁnancial dependence of the King upon the
lords.22 With respect to military service, however, such (precautionary) measures
were not so easy to implement, as the troops led by the lords could abandon the
battleﬁeld at any time. The solution to the problem consisted for the King in
replacing military service requirements with shield money (also known as scutage)
and, in times of war, hiring armies of mercenaries – a measure that was apparently
motivated by the experience that ‘[o]f all demands, the demand for money is the
demand whose fulﬁlment is the least dependent on the good will of the obligated
person’ (Georg Simmel).23 This step towards the submission of the relationship of
dependence between the King and his lords under the cash nexus, which already
took place in the twelfth century and was then reaﬃrmed in the fourteenth century, was described by the medievalist K.B. McFarlane as the transition to ‘bastard
feudalism’.24 The negative connotations of the term refer to the associated emergence of a purely civilian class of rentiers devoted to wealth and pompous display
– in a certain sense, the forerunners of the gentry – who were bound to the King
as the highest feudal lord only through an impersonal contract.
The signiﬁcance of this brand of feudalism for future historical development
becomes clear when one calls to mind the much-cited formula of the legal historian Sir Henry Maine ‘from status to contract’. It does not do justice to the
English case outlined here. Maine had coined the phrase around 1860 to describe
a centuries-long process that allegedly encompassed every country on earth.
Later on, ennobled by the classical social-scientiﬁc theorists, it was to become
a building block of social-scientiﬁc theories of modernization. However, the
speciﬁcity of feudal rule in England consisted in the fact that both poles, ‘status’
and ‘contract’, were already part of the system in the Middle Ages and opened up
new courses of action.25 It is therefore not surprising that early on, the lords saw
themselves as contract partners of the King and endeavoured to have the details
of their obligations to him put down in writing. The Magna Carta, an agreement
with some rebellious lords signed by King John in 1215, testiﬁes to this.
Over time, the development towards written contracts also made itself felt in
relations between the lords and their tenants. The King’s Court served them as
a conﬂict mediator and notary.26 Several of these agreements also encompassed
extra-economic service and fealty obligations, e.g., marriage authorizations for
villeins. However, the military duties of the tenants towards the lord could not
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be the subject of a contract, nor could their performance be sworn to through
an oath. In the centralized system of rule tailored to the King, such agreements
would have been regarded as treason. The tenants and the common folk were
allowed (and indeed obligated) to serve exclusively under royal oﬃcers – a clear
breach of the feudal principle of layered obligations, which continued to develop
on the European continent.27 This characteristic reveals particularly clearly that
in England, the feudal era ended scarcely after it had begun.28
That the landowning class of the lords was allowed to settle a large number of
matters itself and yet was subject to a uniform, national law underlines this ﬁnding. This law was the Common Law.29 It even applied to the King, who, while he
may have stood above his subjects, was not above the law and in extreme cases
might ‘violate’ it. In 1649, this global understanding of the law would contribute
to Charles I being executed.30
While Common Law, which also applied in the English communities of
Wales and Ireland and signiﬁcantly inﬂuenced Scottish law, had been established
under the reigns of Henry II (1154–1189) and Edward I (1272–1307) with
the particular needs of the monarchy in mind, in some respects it represented a
continuation of ancient Anglo-Saxon law. Roman law, which generally applied
on the Continent, was adopted only selectively, having not yet been modernized
or adapted to English conditions and thus not demanding serious consideration
as an alternative.31 As a result, over time, a number of deviations of English from
Continental law took root, which would also prove signiﬁcant for the economic
development of England.
In particular, one speciﬁc formal quality of English law would have lasting
eﬀects. While Roman law was laid out systematically, Common Law was based
on precedence. It opened up the possibility of honouring individual cases without having to apply overriding principles so as to promote unconventional solutions, experimentation and the autonomy of individual thought and behaviour.
Against a background of upheavals in which economic and political conditions
were rapidly changing and the extent to which previous experience could be
drawn upon was limited, a procedurally orientated kind of law that also served
as social practice was extraordinarily expedient. Moreover, it provided a high
level of legal certainty, since the judges tended to pay scrupulous attention to
judicial precedent.32 The structural deﬁcits of case law – its pronounced inability
to dispose of outdated decisions and the increasing murkiness of the legal situation associated with this33 – would not, at this early stage in the development of
Common Law, have been perceived as troublesome.
In terms of the content of the provisions, Common Law had implications
above all for property relations. It stated that everyone – men, women and children – could own property. Even bondsmen could purchase and sell land subject
to the consent of their lord.34 Furthermore, with some kinds of property, be it
in the form of land or moveable goods, certain use rights and duties were associ-
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ated, which were binding even for the owner. Thus landless people had the right
to graze their animals on land belonging to others, and landowners could collect
fees from those wishing to enter or traverse their property. The former practice
reduced the number of poor people, while the latter proved to be an eﬀective
incentive for the expansion of streets and canals and was an important precondition for the regional specialization of the production of goods and commodities
in the late Middle Ages.35
A further characteristic of Common Law was its openness to individual
arrangements in ﬁnancial matters. Of primary importance here is ‘merchant
law’ or lex mercatoria, which made it possible for merchants and other persons
engaged in trade – Englishmen and foreigners alike – to pursue legal claims
outside of the customary legal avenues. The framework conditions for trade
having already been outlined in the Magna Carta in 1215, special staple courts
for commercial dealings were set up in London and ﬁfteen other port cities and
market towns towards the end of the thirteenth century. Like all courts of law,
they were subordinate to the King; nevertheless they practised a comparatively
uncomplicated form of jurisprudence in which they dispensed with certain timeconsuming procedures, such as the obligation to submit writs with the seal of the
King. Instead, bills of exchange, obligations and the written agreements of the
signatories (or their authorized agents) were accepted in evidence. Furthermore,
consideration was paid to local customs.36
The lex mercatoria was therefore not a special body of law but rather an accelerated procedure for the settling of disputes between persons who, due to the
nature of their commercial activity, could not aﬀord to linger at the location in
question. Although the jury was composed of half local and half foreign merchants, the courts privileged not the status of the merchant, as was customary
elsewhere on the European continent, but rather trade dealings as such (thus lex
mercatoria, not ius mercatorum).37 Over four centuries, these accelerated procedures were an important precondition for unimpeded commercial activity; it was
only in the late seventeenth century that the customs that had developed in their
wake began to be codiﬁed, and it was only in 1765 that the commercial courts
were integrated into the general jurisdiction of Common Law.
Like the lex mercatoria, the legal form of the trust also opened up the possibility for market participants to independently shape their contractual relations, and
this possibility would also take on great practical signiﬁcance in everyday life.38 A
landowner would entrust his land to a group of trustees, who were to administer
it in his name but in the interest of a third party. At the same time, he named
this third party – usually a person or group of persons who were supposed to be
endowed by the trust with ﬁnancial means – or he speciﬁed a particular purpose
for which the funds were to be used. This gave property owners a way of de facto
bequeathing their land, although this was actually forbidden until 1540 out of
deference for the direct dominion of the King. Furthermore, they were able to
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avoid the charges that would accrue in the event of a bequest – a kind of inheritance tax – and circumvent certain provisions of the inheritance law that forbid
them from leaving their property to more than one of their children. In this way,
they could bequeath assets to illegitimate children or protect assets intended for
a married daughter from being seized by her husband. Such regulations could
endure because the group of trustees could replace members when they died.39
The legal form of the trust developed as far back as the fourteenth century.
This is noteworthy because the trust emerged out of the transformation of a personal right into property law; that is, independently of the state and the King. It
was therefore not a matter of a legal relationship of a contractual nature, nor of
a corporation or a legal person that could have appointed itself a ‘state within a
state’, as rulers on the Continent might have feared. In England, there were no
fundamental problems with the recognition of trusts by the royal courts, and so
they could spread more or less unimpededly.40
As free associations – which over time also developed on political, sociopolitical, religious and cultural terrain and were able to establish themselves on a
long-term basis with their property in land, buildings and assets – trusts are seen
as seeds of modern civil society in England.41 This legal form has stood the test of
time, not only in the administration of the assets that collectives and foundations
such as the universities of Oxford and Cambridge have accumulated since the
Middle Ages, but also in the modern ﬁnancial world. For the separation of property and usufruct was, with the progressive commercialization of the economy,
more and more frequently seen as a necessary framework for collective forms of
enterprise outside of agriculture, which is why courts since the late seventeenth
century were just as happy to accept trusts of money as trusts of land. Thus it is
to some extent idle to investigate under what concrete circumstances legislators
since the mid-nineteenth century agreed to codify the law of public or limited
liability companies; for the issue had long since evolved on its own, and the multitudinous variations of the concrete organization of trusts served as a legal basis
for corresponding agreements.42
Those path-breaking ﬁnancial institutions that are described in greater detail
below – the Bank of England, the London Stock Exchange and Lloyd’s of London – also unquestionably developed within this legal form. They retained it
for decades and even centuries, until some of them for a variety of reasons had
themselves incorporated.43

Social Structure, Mobility and Social Relations
The rural social structure of the Kingdom of England diﬀered fundamentally
from that of other European societies. While on the Continent, in accordance
with the general model of feudalism, property was a function of status, in Eng-
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land status resulted from property. The internal diﬀerentiation among aristocratic
landowners also adhered to this pattern.44 As a result, apart from the clergy, the
rural social structure consisted for the most part of two social groups: landowners
producing for the market (i.e., owners and tenants), on the one hand, and servants and landless farmworkers and wage labourers, on the other.
For the entire period of the Middle Ages, the numbers of landowners did
not exceed twenty thousand persons. From the King at the top, there descended
a hierarchy of roughly one thousand landowners from the aristocracy and the
clergy, each one of whom owned less property and land than the King. According
to estimates for the early fourteenth century, this small group accounted for nearly
half of the total income from landownership. The other half was divided among
some nineteen thousand smaller landowners. The majority of these belonged to
the gentry, into the ranks of which wealthy townsmen had by this point already
risen.45 All of these owners cultivated one part of their land and leased the rest.
In 1086, when the Domesday Book was compiled, the total number of tenants
amounted to some 250,000 individuals. Initially, the majority of them were
villeins. In the second half of the fourteenth century, when landowners had to
compete for tenants, the number of villeins dropped, such that by around 1500
nearly all leaseholders were free ‘copyhold’ tenants. The process was only ﬁnally
completed with the dissolution of the monasteries around 1540. And yet even
the initially remaining villeins could freely engage in economic activity, for which
reason some of them were able to accumulate greater wealth than were freemen.
Their status merely prohibited them from taking legal action in the King’s courts;
they remained under the jurisdiction of their lords.46
The second group in the rural social structure – that of the farm and wage
labourers – comprised the majority of those workers without whom the landowners and tenants could not have cultivated their land. Here, as well, there were
villeins and free labourers, and the number of freemen increased greatly towards
the end of the medieval era. As with the tenants, the reason for this was that the
supply of labourers shrank after the Black Death of the mid-fourteenth century.
The landowners were able to adjust to this because free labourers, being more
highly motivated than the villeins, were considered preferable.47 Furthermore,
the monarchy made concessions to them by issuing laws and edicts that regulated
and disciplined the market activity of the freemen and stigmatized self-interested
behaviour.48 To characterise the free labourers as a rural proletariat would, however, be premature. While it is true that the labourers largely belonged to the
ranks of the landless, many of them – including farm hands, maidservants and
stable boys – lived in the households of landowners, where their immediate needs
were similarly provided for. Most of those who lived exclusively from wages were
surplus labourers or the adult children of small tenant households, who had left
their parents’ home. These ‘pure wage labourers’ still constituted a minority at the
end of the Middle Ages.49
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A third group within the rural social structure, which one would anticipate
based on knowledge of conditions on the Continent – namely that of free peasants cultivating their own land, with the family economy at the centre of production and consumption50 – were, in contrast, quite rare, and their numbers grew
even smaller over time. This is not due to the fact that England, as an island
nation, did not require a large army but rather a navy, and therefore had no
need to protect the peasantry, as previous generations of economic historians,
e.g., Max Weber, have argued.51 The decisive factors were rather that after 1066,
more or less all of the land suitable for agriculture had already been divided up
among the lords, and they preferred to deal with a smaller number of tenants.52
Another determining factor was England’s characteristically dense infrastructure
of integrated regional markets.
This had developed since the second half of the thirteenth century, when
the cash-strapped kings began in grand style to sell concessions for town and
village markets to individuals, including monasteries and corporate entities – a
move that in most other Continental European countries, where market law and
municipal law were interconnected, would have been unthinkable. The minimum
legal distance that had to be maintained between the more than one thousand
new markets and the pre-existing ones, whose economic activity must not be
impaired, was 6 2/3 miles. The market owners were obliged to collect consumer
taxes for the King and, in exchange, were awarded monopoly rights. They derived
revenue not only from the stand fees but also and above all through the collection
of tolls. Hence they attempted to attract merchants from further aﬁeld, an ambition which, in view of the local and regional markets also developing elsewhere,
did not signify a fundamental problem. As the transport of rural products from
the surrounding villages to the towns – a distance that in many cases did not
exceed twenty miles – was organized by merchants and their middlemen, even
small rural producers without the time or means to bring their goods to market
could integrate themselves into the economy. In this system, hardly anyone had
to rely on subsistence agriculture.53
Without access to markets, small farmers could not have paid the taxes, annuities or penalties demanded of them by the landowners, which were to be rendered
in cash. They would not have been able to purchase tools or other objects of everyday use, nor food items, upon which specialized enterprises were particularly
dependent. The extent to which even small farmers thought in categories like
supply and demand resulted from the willingness of at least the freemen among
them to sell everything that they owned and relocate elsewhere if this seemed
advantageous. And they did so even when this meant that family traditions
would be broken and relatives could no longer be supported.54
Among the ﬁrst scholars to reveal the noteworthy ﬁnding that already in
the Middle Ages, England was to some extent a country without peasants was
the anthropologist Alan Macfarlane in his original book The Origins of English
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Figure 1.2. Country towns as regional centres in England around 1300

Individualism (1978).55 Initially this thesis met with massive criticism among
medievalists and was only conﬁrmed by a younger generation of social and economic historians. When, in these more recent studies, published since the 1990s,
reference is made to ‘peasants’, this should not be seen as relativizing this ﬁnding.
Rather, it is a concession to the traditional use of language among medievalists,
which is based on a diﬀerent understanding of the word. The researchers of the
younger generation namely use this term to refer to land-poor subtenants, village
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tradesmen and both menial and casual labourers who derived additional income
from supplemental agriculture work. Nevertheless, the fact remains that until
the sixteenth century, the word ‘peasant’ was not in common use, and it was
employed primarily to refer to conditions in foreign countries.56
Holders of use rights to common land are also classiﬁed by some medievalists as ‘peasants’. This is problematic to the extent that in many parts of England
around 1500, the ‘common land’ or ‘common ﬁelds’ available amounted to about
one-third of all land used for agriculture57 and hence were by no means ‘no man’s
land’ or commons in the convention sense. Rather these ‘commons’ were private
property to which people other than the owners also enjoyed use rights. When
property relations changed, as happened with increasing frequency in the sixteenth
and seventeenth centuries as more and more enclosures were created, these use
rights were lost without compensation to the rights holders, and those cottagers
who had previously been permitted to graze their animals on the commons were
deprived of their livelihoods but not of their property. Against this background,
it should not be surprising that in the mental status hierarchy of sixteenth- and
seventeenth-century contemporaries, the term ‘peasant’ no longer ﬁgured.58
Despite the (viewed from this perspective) relatively undiﬀerentiated social
hierarchy in the countryside, the population acquired a considerable degree of
social mobility. After all, not only wage labourers but also landowners and tenants
were vulnerable to economic cycles, poor harvests and other factors aﬀecting the
relationship between supply and demand on the markets: the agricultural land
market, capital markets, labour markets and markets for agricultural produce.
As a rule, upward mobility took place though the purchase of (additional) land,
while downward mobility resulted from economic setbacks. Frequently such
setbacks were the result of poor harvests, plagues and other ‘acts of God’, but just
as frequently the cause was insuﬃcient adaptation to changed market conditions,
including the failure to transition from crop farming to livestock farming. Altogether, the opportunities and limits of adaptation depended to a large extent on
one’s prospects of acquiring wealth through marriage as well as access to private
loans, but also on one’s individual willingness to pursue an alternative career in
the clergy, the military or – the most natural option in the case of freed bondsmen – the city.59 Although many people were not themselves able to experience
social mobility, contemporaries were most deﬁnitely aware of the phenomenon
as such and often viewed it with suspicion. This is attested to by the sumptuary
laws enacted in the late Middle Ages, which gave expression to an unease with
the ‘pretentions’ of social climbers, as well as by aphorisms referring to insensitive
behaviour on the part of parvenus, such as ‘manners maketh man’.60
Social decline was furthermore regularly precipitated by the practice of inheritance according to the principle of primogeniture, which was introduced by
William the Conqueror and adopted into Common Law. From the middle of the
twelfth century, the consequences became increasingly apparent, when William’s
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successors failed to add to the existing landmass by conquering additional territory.61 Primogeniture meant that upon the death of the owner, the inheritance
was not divided among all of the children but fell to only one child – usually the
oldest son, in exceptional cases also all of the daughters together.62 The other children were left empty-handed or, if they were awarded an income, it was usually
too small to enable them to start their own family. In contrast to other European
countries, in which some form of primogeniture was also known and to some
extent practiced, in England it was rigorously enforced, even among the social
classes below that of the nobility.63
On the one hand, the principle of primogeniture had the eﬀect that land
ownership and wealth were bound together. On the other hand, it permanently
created a sizeable number of ‘second sons’, a mechanism that stimulated individual acquisitive strivings among those aﬀected.64 Over the long term, these
second sons of wealthy families formed a reservoir of well-bred young people
in English society, who were suitable for leading positions within the army and
navy, the clergy and the mercantile and free professions. Certainly in the Middle
Ages, such opportunities were only to a limited extent available. Many of the
‘disinherited’ therefore lived according to knightly ideals and indulged in courtly
love or roamed through the land in groups. As late as the English Civil War in the
mid-seventeenth century, second sons are believed to have played a leading role in
the Leveller Movement, which fought for equality before the law.65
It was not only among these downwardly mobile people that social and geographic mobility went hand in hand. The children of menial labourers, farmhands, subtenants and small-scale landowners – sons as well as daughters – were
also highly mobile from a young age. Most of them remained within a radius of
some ﬁve to ten miles from their home village, but some, especially day labourers, managed to cover quite a bit of distance. In general, young people tended to
travel until they could aﬀord to start a family. The proportion of those who never
married was, however, extraordinarily high, especially among women. In the
town of Ealing near London in 1599, for example, some 25 per cent of women
aged between forty and seventy were unmarried. Some members of this early rural
proletariat spent their entire lives on the road, their standard of living scarcely
diﬀering from that of vagabonds, who survived by begging and stealing.66
When landless people married, they tended to do so in their mid or late
twenties, for women and men, respectively.67 For the majority, this step did not
involve a return to their place of origin. Instead they tended to settle where they
had found work and a marriage partner. Consequently there was generally a high
degree of turnover in the populations of English villages, and cross-generational
family connections were weak: on the whole, they only played a role in propertied
households. This was discovered by demographers in the 1960s and 1970s, who
attempted in grand style to advance research on the demographic history of the
late medieval and Early Modern periods through so-called family reconstitution
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studies. It turned out that the family names in the baptismal registers were very
diﬀerent from those in the marriage and burials registers and that many families
that had had their children baptized in one locality had later simply disappeared,
i.e., had moved on.68
Under these circumstances, farmworkers and servants, at least, cultivated
their social relations not primarily among their relatives but rather among their
neighbours, preferentially at neutral locations such as alehouses. It was to this
network, if any, that one turned for credit or loans, ﬁnancial support in times of
crisis and consolation.69 The system functioned on the basis of reciprocity, i.e.,
one must previously have ‘invested’, either through contributing to poor relief
or by participating in the preparations for a festival, as well as by accepting the
general ethical and behavioural codes. Group pressure, social control and associated conﬂicts were common occurrences, and the creation of outsiders was also
a necessary result.70 Nothing could be further from the truth than to view such
social relations in medieval and Early Modern England as representing an intimate Gemeinschaft (‘community’), in the sense coined by the German sociologist
Ferdinand Tönnies, in contradistinction to the modern Gesellschaft (‘society’),
with its high degree of anonymity. It was rather the case that already at this time,
social relations in England were shaped by Gesellschaft and were in this sense
extraordinarily modern.71
Knowledge of this pattern is also necessary to explain the observation that
the community network could break down under economic pressure. Already
in the late sixteenth century – a time of crop failures, inﬂation and considerable
population growth – this experience led to the enactment of state poor laws.
The political elites could no longer ignore that, alongside the ‘deserving’ and the
‘undeserving’ poor, i.e., those who were unable or unwilling to work, there was
also a broad stratum of labouring poor, who could not feed themselves and their
families because they were unemployed, underemployed or poorly paid. Now –
in addition to the old neighbourhood networks – cities, village communities and
parishes were also called upon to provide support, such that poor relief, as deﬁcient as it may have been in many cases, was more or less universally established
a century later.72 The feature that, in contrast to Continental European customs,
the system was also open to nonlocals was in a certain sense an oﬃcial acknowledgement that England had become a society of individuals on the move.73
It is only possible to understand the behaviour of both these individuals and
the administrative authorities if one accepts the ﬁnding that anthropologist Alan
Macfarlane ﬁrst made in the late 1970s: namely, that since the waning of the
Middle Ages, England, both economically and socially, possessed important
attributes of a modern commercialized society:
[T]here were already a developed market and mobility of labour, land was treated as
a commodity and full private ownership was established, there was very considerable
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geographical and social mobility, a complete distinction between farm and family
existed, and rational accounting and the proﬁt motive were widespread. This has generally been obscured by an over-emphasis on technology or per capita income.74

This diagnosis is consistent with the more recent medieval research ﬁnding
outlined above on the special character of feudalism in England. Important
bases for the market economy were already laid down in England in the eleventh
century, and from that time forward the development progressed unimpededly.
That economic slumps periodically limited economic growth does not contradict
this overall assessment, as such crises are inherent to a market economy; they
therefore need not be addressed in detail in this study.75 The question this raises is
rather that of what new structures were formed in the Early Modern period that
followed the Middle Ages. Did the English market economy at this time achieve
new quantitative dimensions? Did it assume a new quality?
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