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Inequalities in access to the food market:  
the city as a producer of norms in the fourteenth 

century (Low Countries)

by Alexis Wilkin

L’articolo esamina l’organizzazione diseguale del mercato del grano nei Paesi Bassi nel XIV se-
colo. Successivamente, analizza il modo in cui alcune città compensavano le loro difficoltà di 
accesso al cibo affermando la propria leadership sui centri demici secondari e sul loro hinter-
land, e il modo in cui la legislazione urbana garantiva specifici privilegi di accesso a determinate 
categorie di acquirenti o venditori. Infine, l’articolo discute la cautela che deve essere esercitata 
quando si cerca di collegare la fioritura della legislazione urbana nel XIV secolo al contesto di 
crisi ripetute tipico di quel periodo.

This article examines the unequal organisation of the grain market in the Low Countries in 
the fourteenth century. It looks in turn at the ways in which several towns compensated for 
their difficulties in accessing food by asserting their leadership over secondary towns and their 
hinterland, and at the ways in which urban legislation guaranteed specific privileges of access 
to certain categories of buyers or sellers. Finally, the article discusses the caution that must be 
exercised in attempting to relate the flowering of urban legislation in the fourteenth century to 
the context of repeated crises during that century.
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1.  Introduction

The concept of inequality has many possible definitions.1 Its use requires 
us to specify the analytical perspective adopted. In the most common sense of 
the term, in economic history, the concept of inequality is mainly applied to 
the uneven distribution of wealth or income, and the extent to which it is con-
centrated in a few hands: economists such as the precursor Pareto, Kuznets, 
Piketty and Milanovic, and historians such as Scheidel and Alfani, illustrate 
this perspective.2 It is not the one on which this article is based. Other defi-
nitions of inequality take a broader view, distinguishing between ‘inequalities 
of outcomes’ (covered by economic history) and ‘inequalities of opportuni-
ties’.3 The latter category refers to factors that create or entrench situations of 
inequality between individuals or communities of individuals and can affect 
access to income and wealth. These factors can include gender, age, disability, 
etc. And these inequalities can also be created or maintained by legislation or 
administrative regulations, which rigidify the specific advantages granted to 
certain categories of individuals, to the detriment of others.4 The reasons for 
these trade-offs are diverse: power relationships, shared beliefs or feelings of 
belonging, etc. Our article focuses on these ‘inequalities of opportunity’, by 
examining the way in which access to the food market was organised in an 
unequal manner in a particularly prosperous area of medieval Europe, the 
Low Countries. More specifically, we will focus on the trade in cereals, the 
staple food, up until the modern era.

The fourteenth century saw the consecration of the urban phenomenon, 
marked by the concentration of sometimes densely populated towns in a com-
pact area. They gained considerable political autonomy and were at the ori-
gin of legislation that systematically regulated the food trade, as we shall see 
below. This was despite the fact that, in North-Western Europe, this was also 
the century of crises (the Great Famine of 1315-7, or the Black Death) which 
may have had a direct effect on inequalities, understood this time in the clas-
sic sense of the distribution of wealth and income. Despite the effects of the 
food and health crises, and despite the demographic contraction, the town 
remained a significant social phenomenon. 

1  I would like to thank Mathieu Arnoux (EHESS), Stef Espeel (University of Antwerp) and 
Lise Saussus (EHESS) for their valuable comments and suggestions, as well as the anonymous 
reviewer.
2  On this subject, see the survey by Jackson, “Old Inequality,” the recent volume edited by 
Nigro, Disuguaglianza Economica nelle Società Preindustriali, and especially in this one, Ma-
lanima, “Ineguaglianze economiche,” 4-18 and Alfani, “Economic Inequality,” 21-36. See also: 
Alfani, Gierok, Schaff, “Inequality in preindustrial Germany” and Alfani, Garcia-Montero, “In-
equality in pre-industrial England.” 
3  See in particular the United Nations clarifying note, prepared by Alfonso, LaFleur, Alarcó, 
“Concepts of Inequality.”
4  On gender, see De Pleijt, van Zanden, “Gender wage inequality,” 611-38 and below.
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Although the market is just one of many ways in which people gained 
access to food, it was certainly one of the most significant in the Late Middle 
Ages. From the eleventh-twelfth century, a ‘commercial revolution’ began to 
take place, one that has been particularly scrutinised by English historians.5 
The medieval urban market, and particularly the food market, was not left 
to its own devices, but was firmly framed by legislative and administrative 
control, a perspective now at the heart of historians’ work inspired by the 
framework of the New Institutional Economics.6 This activity has been an-
alysed by numerous historians, who have pointed out the sometimes com-
peting moral and economic rationales, and tried to unravel the determining 
factors. However, research has not systematically dissected the way in which 
the organisation of the market favoured certain sectoral interests. To do this, 
we need to go beyond the analysis that distinguishes between the interests of 
consumers – a category that is once again arousing the curiosity of economic 
historians – and those of sellers.7 These interests sometimes converge: for 
example, consumers and sellers derive an undeniable benefit from the pros-
perity of the market. But they obviously diverge on the question of price, as 
sellers can benefit from the scarcity of transactions. Above

 all, the categories of sellers and consumers do a poor job of masking the 
fact that within each of these, certain sectors or human groups are privileged, 
to the detriment of others. 

This contribution will: 1) focus on ‘inequalities’ in terms of access to infra-
structures that facilitate trade organisation (geographical position; direct ac-
cess to a rich hinterland). These inequalities, which arise from the interaction 
of human communities with geography, sometimes provoke a reaction. For 
example, urban communities sometimes adopt a proactive or even parasitic 
policy to compensate for the ‘structural’ disadvantages of their position. This 
policy of correcting certain disadvantages amplifies the ‘natural’ inequalities 
in access to food, from one space to another. 2) the second axis analysed will 
relate to the way in which urban regulations advantage or disadvantage cer-
tain categories of urban actors, creating de facto inequalities or preferential 
distortions within the city itself. It is not a question of pretending to identify 
an absolute consistency in practices, from city to city, or even within a given 
urban space – the texts in question rarely yield unilaterally to sectoral in-
terests, but interweave concerns of general interest with specific concerns. 
Moreover, in such a short text, we will not claim to be exhaustive: we will 
choose specific examples taken from a few well-studied towns, in particular 
Liège, which we know well, and Flemish towns that are well covered by an 

5  Britnell, Commercialisation. 
6  Just one example of the institutional framework given to the market and its importance: 
Dijkman, Shaping Medieval Markets. 
7  On the subject of the medieval consumer, we refer in particular to the fine introductory pages 
of Petrowiste, “Consommateurs,” which clearly shows the evolution of the question since Henri 
Pirenne’s first reflections.
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abundant historiography. We will conclude by returning to the chronology, 
showing the difficulty of inserting the regulations of the fourteenth century 
into the sequence of crises (famines and epidemics), remembering the limita-
tions of legislative sources, and broadening our thinking by recalling the im-
portance of non-market logics and other types of inequality in access to food.

2.  Meeting urban demand: structural inequalities in access and demo-
graphic tensions

Medieval towns brought together within their walls a large number of 
food consumers who were only partly food producers.8 This is despite the 
fact that, in many medieval towns, there were gardens and communal are-
as within the town or in peri-urban areas, forming a ‘provisioning zone’ (in 
French: ceinture alimentaire).9 But this immediate adjacent production was 
insufficient to meet demand. In the Low Countries, as in many other plac-
es, towns quickly seized the power to regulate access to food, its quality and 
trade. This legislative and administrative phenomenon began at different 
times in different places (from the beginning of the twelfth century in Liège, 
where the bishop nevertheless continued to be a political partner; in the sec-
ond half of the twelfth century in Flanders; at the end of the fourteenth cen-
tury in Sint-Truiden, when the town’s ‘communal’ autonomy was recognised), 
but crystallised during the period that concerns us here. The first half of the 
fourteenth century saw an acceleration in food supervision, accompanying 
the general trend towards the establishment of a political framework that ac-
companied the new town as an area with a large degree of autonomy.10 It was 
above all in the fifteenth century that the assertion of higher powers – the 
Dukes of Burgundy a.o. – marked a reduction in this political autonomy, and 
saw certain central interventions in the management of supply affairs. The 
royal or imperial level, which was still predominant in the Carolingian era, 
has since faded away. 

Regulating access to food in the town is also linked to one of the deter-
mining factors of demand, the number of consumers. For the Low Countries, 
the rate of urbanisation varies considerably, depending on whether you con-
sider Luxembourg, which is virtually ‘devoid of towns’, or Flanders, which 

8  The subject of urban-rural relations is immense. We will limit ourselves here to a few key 
titles, most of which relate to the areas at the heart of our work: Epstein, Town and Country; 
Higounet, L’approvisionnement des villes; van Cruyningen, Thoen Food supply, demand and 
trade, 1-6 and Wilkin, “Organiser l’approvisionnement urbain,” 2018.
9  For the earliest periods, the fundamental work is that of Goodson, Cultivating the City; a 
rapid and not very analytical summary can be found in Leguay, Terres urbaines.
10  In general, see Devroey, “Food and Politics” and Pinto, “Food Security.” Over and above the 
differences in terms of the acquisition of decision-making powers, it should be noted that the 
urban legislation that has been preserved – it means the administrative decisions issued by the 
magistrate –, is sometimes very late. But it is maybe also a reflection of archival conservation.
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represents the other end of the spectrum, i.e. one of the most urbanized areas 
in Europe, often compared to Central-Northern Italy in its economic develop-
ment.11 Providing population figures for the pre-Black Death period is a chal-
lenge, given the lack of eloquent and reliable tax sources. Population estimates 
often relate to the end of the fifteenth century, or even the sixteenth. Here are 
some regularly quoted figures: around 1356-8 – i.e. after the Black Death – 
the city of Ghent had around 64.000 inhabitants, which would indicate that 
it was probably even more densely populated before the epidemic; Bruges had 
around 46.000 inhabitants around 1338-40, before the Black Death,12 and 
Ypres, circa 25.000 inhabitants around 1310. As much as the absolute fig-
ures, town by town, it is the aggregate level of urbanisation that determines 
a strong demand for food, especially in the Flemish context where, at the end 
of the fifteenth century, 36% of the population lived in towns. Elsewhere, if 
we set aside Luxembourg, which is almost entirely unurbanized (15% of the 
population living in very small towns), we find mainly medium-sized towns 
in Hainaut, Brabant and the Principality of Liège. Here the figures vary, but 
estimates for Mons and Valenciennes at the end of the fifteenth century range 
from 10.000 to 13.000 inhabitants; for Liège, estimates put the population at 
20.000 to 25.000 before 1468, when the city was destroyed.13 These figures 
should also be compared with others, such as the size of Paris in 1328, which 
had between 210.000 and 270.000 inhabitants, whereas most of the major 
Italian towns of the time had no more than 100.000 inhabitants.14 More than 
absolute size, it was the concentration of demand in a small area that creat-
ed significant pressure and a degree of inter-urban competition for access to 
food. 

This population distribution already creates disparities – we won’t say 
‘inequalities’ in the strict sense here – in terms of demand for food. To this 
we must add other contrasts in terms of supply: on the one hand, in terms 
of the productive capacity of the natural hinterland of cities; on the other, in 
terms of their interconnection with more distant areas. Flanders is obvious-
ly particularly concerned. Admittedly, the performance of its agriculture has 
been underestimated, and sometimes painted a miserable picture.15 Since 
the work of Verhulst, Thoen and Soens, the performance of some of its regions 
has been largely revised upwards.16 However, it has long been known that, 
despite this productivity, the aggregate level of demand in certain urban cen-
tres has exceeded local capacity, necessitating the import of resources from 
further afield. The ‘granaries’ of the major Flemish cities were located in the 

11  Demographic estimates, always very random, in the various contributions collected in Le 
réseau urbain en Belgique.
12  Figures proposed by Blockmans, “Tussen crisis en welvaart,” 42-52.
13  Vrancken-Pirson, “Contribution,” 7-24.
14  Bove, Gauvard, Le Paris du Moyen Âge, 7.
15  Nicholas, “Of Poverty and Primacy.”
16  Thoen, Soens, “The Low Countries, 1000-1750.”
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neighbouring regions: Artois, Somme, Hainaut and Tournaisis, sometimes 
England and as far as the Baltic, which was more systematically involved at 
the end of the Middle Ages.17 Or, in exceptional cases, Mediterranean coun-
tries: Basque, Catalan, Majorcan and Genoese traders could take advantage 
of high prices in the Low Countries to sell off certain stocks. An early exam-
ple can be seen in April 1317, during the great famine of 1315-7: in Bruges,18 
Italian merchants were able to make up for local shortages by supplying 1.414 
tonnes of grain for a sum equivalent to one year’s annual municipal budget. 
This proactive policy helped to ‘break’ the cycle of hunger and encourage a 
return to normality. 

For the rest of the Low Countries, we can be more cautious about the in-
tensity of the contacts maintained by the towns with the most distant regions, 
at least in normal times, outside times of food shortages: it is clear that their 
hinterland was often sufficient for them, as Richard Unger suggests for part of 
inland Flanders. This hinterland was sometimes very rich: the best example 
of this is Hesbaye, which adjoined the city of Liège19 and offered a fertile belt 
of silty soils that largely supplied the principality’s main urban centre. Here, 
it was the wealth of the churches and the rents held by the bourgeoisie which 
provided most of the needs of the town and secondary towns during ‘normal’ 
times. 

The supply and intensity of inter-regional or international contacts there-
fore depended on geographical conditions, the existence of a solid rural hin-
terland and a navigable river network capable of lowering transaction costs. 
In less populated areas, market integration was likely to increase in times of 
crisis. High prices could break the usually intra-regional dynamics of grain 
transfers, and encourage a ‘contagion’ of hunger through the market. Cereals 
would leave the areas where prices were lowest and head for more attractive 
markets, as in the case of Bruges in April 1317. However, the lull in prices 
allowed the market to re-fragmentation, as transaction costs once again ex-
ceeded the potential profit to be made from the sale of grain. 

The ‘first structural inequality’ in terms of access to food is therefore a 
‘question of location’: cities located on rivers or coasts have easier access to 
resources, in normal times as well as in times of crisis, at least if taxation on 
transport was not too heavy (taxes or tariffs). Moreover, urbanisation will be-
come increasingly dependent on access to water, and towns that are ports or 
located on rivers have an undeniable advantage in their development.20 

17  Derville, “Le grenier des Pays-Bas médiévaux;” Bigwood, “Gand et la circulation des grains;” 
Neveux, Vie et déclin; Unger, “Feeding Low Countries Towns.”
18  Blockmans, Wubs-Mrozewicz, “Integration from the Seaside,” 449.
19  Unger, “Maritime Transport.”
20  de Vries, European Urbanization, 158-61. These considerations on imperfect market inte-
gration do not necessarily mean that cereal markets were totally disconnected: in neighbouring 
regions, we often find parallel valuations that show a common awareness of the availability 
of cereal stocks in the region. But the phenomenon of medieval price formation mechanisms 
remains complex: it depends not only on supply and demand, particularly market supply and 
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In addition, any detailed analysis of the ease with which towns could ac-
cess food must take into account variables which, unfortunately, are not avail-
able for the first half of the fourteenth century: in addition to the general level 
of demand, linked to soil conditions and connectivity, we need to measure, for 
example, the importance of aristocratic and especially ecclesiastical posses-
sions in the countryside, institutions located in or near towns which could be 
repatriated to the urban market, depending on the strategies of the churches. 
These can be a significant source of supply. David Herlihy had roughly esti-
mated (based on Italian records) that the land wealth of the churches repre-
sented around 33% of the distribution of land under the Ancien Régime.21 
But there are in fact disparities between urban areas, and the relative pro-
portion of supply that could be covered by this ‘institutional’ offer is probably 
variable. Bas van Bavel has also stressed the influence of the unequal dis-
tribution of property and the different operating regimes that go with it, on 
the future economic development of certain regions.22 Our own calculations 
have shown that the theoretical production of the churches located in Liège, a 
clerical city, should be more than sufficient to meet urban demand in normal 
times – even if some of this demand was undoubtedly directed towards other 
secondary urban markets.23 We have no such early figures for other towns 
in Brabant or the Namur region. In any case, this situation is exactly similar 
for towns experiencing strong demographic growth, such as Flemish towns, 
where the development of the craft sectors has boosted demand that cannot 
be met by religious or secular institutions alone. 

3.  Cities that regulate; cities that dominate: the distortion of mechanisms 
for access to food

To secure food access, towns were tempted to play an economic role, the 
first traces of which can be found in the twelfth century. They played this 
role both in ‘ordinary’ times (to act on the structural market) and in extraor-
dinary times (circumstantial role, particularly in the context of food crises, 
high prices or famine), and influenced many aspects of the grain trade.24 Of 
all these measures, the ones that interest us most are those in which certain 

demand, but also on a number of other factors that we often find difficult to analyse: public 
intervention in the market or agreements between players; monetary phenomena (in particular 
the inflationary tendencies induced by the loss of real value of minted coins); multiple inter-
ventions by players (religious; institutional) who may sell at knock-down prices or below the 
market price; unequal access to information on stocks and prices, between local players, and 
from region to region, rumours and anticipations of poor harvests to come... Measuring these 
mechanisms econometrically remains very complex. 
21  Herlihy, “Church Property.”
22  van Bavel, Manors and Markets, 51-93; van Bavel, “Wealth Inequality.”
23  Wilkin, “Time constraints,” 319-30.
24  See Devroey, “Food and Politics;” Pinto, “Food Security,” and Dijkman, Shaping Medieval 
Markets. On the case of Liège, see Wilkin, “Logiques rationnelles,” 16-7: a first early example 



274

Alexis Wilkin

towns tried to arrogate prerogatives to themselves at the expense of others, 
thereby reinforcing the inequalities between consumers and merchants in 
different towns. This is the first level of collective action, which affects the 
general availability of food. The most spectacular policy in this area was the 
most coercive: Douai’s staple right (documented only in 1396, but undoubt-
edly older), was an attempt to capture the grain surpluses of Artois, a highly 
fertile and productive region. It made Douai the preferred supplier for other 
areas, particularly urban Flanders. No later than the first half of the four-
teenth century, the city of Ghent also imposed a staple (Stapelrecht) similar 
to that of the city of Cologne, which had been in force since 1259. These grain 
staple required all grain passing through the city on the River Scheldt to stop 
for an extended period of time, and fixed quantities of the cargo’s contents to 
be resold on the spot (in Ghent, this ranged from one-sixth to all of the grain 
in transit, depending on the period; around 1350, it was half).25 This coercive 
enterprise made Ghent the largest grain market in Flanders – an activity that 
compensated for the gradual loss of influence of its cloth industry, forcing 
people from other towns and the countryside to head for the metropolis. Any 
attempt to bypass the system was resisted: in the fifteenth century, attempts 
by Ypres to gain alternative access to grain via the Yperlee and the village of 
Warneton were stifled.26 

These well-known examples illustrate the ‘second level of inequality’ in 
access to food, this time largely forged by institutions and imposed by force 
and by towns whose economic, political and military power enables them 
to dominate the surrounding landscape and display a selfish attitude. They 
obviously mirror the attitudes of Italian cities seeking to project themselves 
beyond their walls, and dominating the contado. What effect does this have 
on consumers? The imperative of the staple certainly has disruptive effects 
on price formation. These have not yet been fully studied, sometimes due to a 
lack of data. Presumably, the coercive influx of large quantities of grain onto 
the cereals market guarantees fairly low prices for urban consumers. This is 
at least what we found for the fifteenth century, by comparing wheat and rye 
prices in Cologne, a staple town, and Liège, where there was no grain staple.27 
The former were almost always lower in the Rhine city than in the latter, at 
least when external events did not disrupt normal supplies (wars, weather 
events). The Cologne staple was the result of a proactive policy defined by the 
urban authorities; coupled with the city’s favourable position on the Rhine, 
which enabled it to ‘capture’ commercial traffic, this resulted in consistently 
lower prices than in Liège, which had recourse to its very fertile hinterland 

shows us the clerical city of Liège which, at the beginning of the twelfth century, took corrective 
measures against high prices by attempting to control – in vain – the maximum price of grain.
25  Cf. Derville, “Le grenier des Pays-Bas médiévaux” and Bigwood, “Gand et la circulation des 
grains.” For Cologne: Kuske, “Der Kölner Stapel;” Schwerhoff, “Der Kölner Stapel (1259-1831).”
26  Bigwood, “Gand et la circulation des grains,” 429-30.
27  Bonnivert, Espeel, Wilkin, “Grain market integration.”
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for its ordinary supplies. The city of Liège, which would later trade with other 
commercial centres such as Charleville-Mézières, did not need the Meuse as 
its main import route for cereals, whereas the river was used to transport 
other commodities such as timber. 

On the other hand, it is difficult to measure statistically the disadvantage 
incurred by secondary towns located not far from a town where a staple right 
exists. These small towns were ignored or bypassed by grain merchants who 
had to converge on towns such as Ghent or Cologne, by virtue of this staple 
right. The existence of a main grain market undoubtedly obliges merchants 
from secondary towns to go to the staple towns to obtain some supplies and 
then to bring back grain; the general effect of these ‘detours’ on the final level 
of the price paid in secondary locations is complex to assess: in addition to 
transport costs and possible transport taxes, there is the question of the in-
fluence of the general concentration of grain in the central location (the staple 
town) on the setting of price levels, which could thus be pushed down for local 
consumers, as has been suggested. 

Lastly, the staple leads to other types of inequality between urban centres: 
it favours the city that benefits from it fiscally, by enabling it to levy taxes on 
trade (often on sellers and exporters, as in Douai). These additional revenues 
enable investment that strengthens the city’s position. However, some nuanc-
es are here required: 1) while cereals may be taxed, indirect urban taxation 
is mostly collected on other products, such as wine and/or beer, and less on 
cereals. It is also unequal, since it is not levied on all city dwellers, as certain 
categories of the population are exempt from taxes, such as ecclesiastics.28 
This was another flagrant inequality in the management of transactions. 2) 
Local dwellers who enjoyed the legal status of burghers or poorter avoided the 
staple and taxation for the transport of their own grain, if they did not resell 
it in town 3) not all grain was covered by the compulsory staple.29 The most 
prestigious of these, such as wheat, which made up the bulk of the staple, were 
at the heart of the system; rye, on the other hand, was also included, as it was 
the ‘poor man’s wheat’. Some types of wheats, particularly barley,30 were not 
always targeted by the staple rights. Rye supplied the brewing sector, which 

28  For example: Billen, Boone, “Taxer les ecclésiastiques.”
29  There is analytical work to be done on this issue. Our research on Liège (Wilkin, “Time con-
straints”) shows that legislation does not necessarily cover all products, sometimes proposing 
rules affecting the general interest of the urban community, or more specific interests: for exam-
ple, legislation on the price of cereals and the variation in the weight of bread (see below) affects 
spelt (much consumed, even if the elites prefer wheat) and rye bread; wheat is not necessarily 
regulated. Other products, however, are the focus of attention: meat, salt and wine, for reasons 
that have to do both with taxation and the accessibility of these foods for the elite. Certain ce-
reals (such as oats) are often ignored, except in times of famine. There are therefore ‘legislative 
grey areas’ that raise the question of who is really at the heart of administrative/legislative 
action, depending on the town and urban sociology.
30  Bigwood, “Gand et la circulation des grains,” 428; on rye and its consumption practices: 
Thoen, “Précis,” 113-6. It should be noted that wheat was sometimes also available to the under-
privileged. Brewers were often the victims of brewing bans in times of famine.
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did not obtain that the security of supply was guaranteed by administrative 
constraint. According to local realities, it testifies to certain ‘choices’ in favour 
of the rich or of the poor, or to the lesser capacity of certain sectors to influ-
ence the legal and administrative frame. 

While the staple is the most spectacular of the policies targeted, it is not 
the only one. Other levels of intervention can be identified and were to be 
found in many different locations, beyond the Low Countries, in France, Eng-
land, Italy, Catalonia and Germany, among others. Again, the logic behind 
them is to protect urban access to food and the availability of cereals. In or-
dinary times, and even more so in times of famine, there is often a ban on 
speculative bulk buying and cross-selling, aimed at preventing speculation 
and protecting the consumer.31 However, this observation needs to be qual-
ified: sometimes towns granted privileged status or de facto monopolies to 
professional associations of grain merchants, or to related professional as-
sociations, such as boatmen’s ones.32 These monopolies or quasi-monopolies 
were unfavourable to consumers. They were therefore sometimes withdrawn 
in emergency situations, when the grain shortage needs to be remedied, when 
the number of grain sellers needs to be increased,33 and when the quantities 
sold need to be increased. 

In some towns, the organisation of supply and resale also tends to favour 
certain institutional vendors, for example in Liège, where the cathedral sell-
ers are the only ones allowed to sell in the early hours of the morning – and 
this privilege was formulated in 1317, after the Great Famine, when the town 
had experienced a major shortage of grain!34 Or at certain times of the year, 
when the bishop – in episcopal cities – enjoys a temporary monopoly (ban-
vin) to empty his stocks of grain or wine at times of the year when prices are 
high. Such measures are likely unfavourable to consumers, as they reduce 
the quantity of food available, while demand for grain is inelastic,35 barring 
sudden demographic movements.

In short, we can see that urban policies that affect supply are the result of 
a compromise between contradictory interests. The ones of the town and of 

31  In addition to Devroey, “Food and Politics,” we refer to a recently published book based on a 
doctoral thesis conducted at the University of Brussels, which summarises the arsenal of politi-
cal measures adopted by the cities: Barla, La gestion de crises, 160-266, offers a precise typolo-
gy of the interventions encountered in the fight against famine, taking the example of two cities 
in the Low Countries, one Flemish, the other from Hainaut.
32  In Ghent, for example, and for the conflict with Douai: Bigwood, “Gand et la circulation des 
grains,” 411-2. 
33  In the case of Liège, see Bonnivert’s as yet unpublished doctoral thesis, “La crosse, le glaive et 
le pain,” 258-9: until 1370, vendors from outside the town were forbidden access to the market 
without taking part. Presumably due to shortages, this provision was extended: initially limited 
to Saturdays, when sales by outsiders, wholesale or retail, were tolerated, from 1487 they were 
authorized on Wednesdays, Fridays and Saturdays. In several Flemish towns, farmers were al-
lowed to sell their grain in specially allocated areas in the market squares, in parallel with the 
ordinary market. 
34  Wilkin, “Time constraints.”
35  Zylbergeld, “Le prix des céréales.” 
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the prince are often of a fiscal nature.36 The creation of certain major cereal 
markets, as obligatory resale outlets, also enhanced the economic attractive-
ness of the town, which in turn strengthens its other sectors of activity.37 Ob-
viously, the aim was also to guarantee the access to food of privileged groups 
and sometimes of the weakest ones as well – as when action is taken on the 
availability of rye. This was a key to political stability, as shown by Luciano 
Palermo for Rome and the Papal State, for example.38 However, certain meas-
ures were not conducive to setting a very low price, as abovementioned tem-
porary monopolies exemplify. Other examples are as follows: several regula-
tions enhanced inequality between consumers and favour privileged groups. 
In Liège, a city with a clerical sociology, the clerics of the churches were able 
to buy before everyone else; or in many, if not all, localities, the city’s ‘bour-
geoisie’ enjoyed a concrete legal status and had priority access to cereals and 
meat at the start of the day on market days. This was the case for the poorters 
of Ghent, for example,39 or for the cives of Liège, a category that is legally 
ill-defined in the earliest documents that provide information on it, but which 
probably refers to the elite. It was later in the day that other categories gained 
access to the market: non-burghers, often the poorest; but also foreigners, 
who could buy for their own consumption; and finally, merchants who re-ex-
ported goods, often in limited quantities, and who were the object of great 
mistrust. 

We will be quicker to point out other measures, which in principle protect 
consumers as a whole: for example, the system whereby the weight of bread 
varies according to the price of grain, which guarantees a façade of price sta-
bility40 (but makes market fluctuations and their concrete effects very visible). 
It was sometimes replaced later by a system that varies the price of the bread, 
but keeps the weight fixed. There have also been sporadic attempts to control 
prices (in times of crisis, often to no avail), and even some massive purchases 
and sales at knock-down prices by the urban community, which are fairly rare 
in the North, which rarely had ‘public granaries’.41 Lastly, there were provi-
sions to regulate the quality of grain sold or flour; and almost everywhere, 
control was applied to capacity measurements and fraud prevention.

36  The taxation of cereals did not generally form the core of the tax base – it was rather the 
taxation of wine or beer, which were also made from cereals, that brought in the most revenue. 
But the cities, be they Ghent, Liège or Cologne, value their position as merchants in the grain 
trade. The attractiveness of urban centres as trading centres for cereals also has a direct effect 
on general economic activity.
37  Palermo, “Politiche dell’alimentazione.”
38  Palermo, Mercati del grano.
39  Wilkin, “Time constraints,” 323-5; Bigwood, “Gand et la circulation des grains,” 439-40.
40  The origin of this legislation can be found as far back as the Carolingian period, when the 
weight of bread depended on current prices, but the price remained fixed: Devroey, La nature et 
le roi, 372. See: Zylbergeld, “Le prix des céréales,” 271-2, 275 and appendix II, A and B, 775; 778-
85 for an example of legislation in the Liège region. For the modern period, see the important 
book by de Vries, The Price of Bread. 
41  For example, Barla, La gestion de crises, 182-97.
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The layering and subtle mix of considerations therefore explain the ex-
istence of multiple inequalities in access to the market, for sellers and con-
sumers alike, and which hit rural or out-of-town residents even harder, as 
they had second-hand access to the urban market, while certain groups of 
urban sellers and buyers enjoyed priority and guaranteed access to it. The 
provisions therefore sometimes benefit the sellers, sometimes the favoured 
consumers, or create a balance that tends towards one or the other, according 
to the context. 

4.  The context of the fourteenth century and regulatory activity

The final question that concerns us here is that of the temporal evolution 
of these provisions, their link with the socio-economic context of the pre-
1400s, and the possible impact of the Great Famine or the Plague on their 
adoption. It is obviously tricky to draw ‘causal’ conclusions from the concom-
itance of phenomena. Although there are direct or indirect indications of reg-
ulatory activity in the twelfth century, the first urban economic legislation 
most often appears in the sources around 1250 or even later. 1250 was the 
time when the variability of the weight of bread, in Liège or Ypres, was linked 
to the price of grain and when interpretative grids (price of grain vs. weight of 
bread) became necessary: but these measures date back at least to a Carolin-
gian background, as has already been pointed out! And the thirteenth century 
was not characterized by any major food crises, although we can assume that 
there was some pressure around 1250.42 

Around 1300, the economic situation is that of a ‘full’ world, in which 
Malthusian tensions between resources and populations were at their high-
est, and where any accident affecting the quantity of food produced (‘food 
availability decline’, in Sen’s terminology) could create tensions. Precisely, ur-
ban legislation became more extensive and detailed between 1300 and 1350. 
However, this period also marked the consecration of the urban autonomy in 
the Low Countries. So, we can just as easily defend the idea that the develop-
ment of new regulation was the result of a growing legislative effort, linked to 
the more systematic use of the written word.

In fact, the two phenomena are not mutually exclusive. Moreover, we can 
go beyond this alternative by pointing out that, in any case, the management 
of supplies was one of the key areas in which the new urban communities were 
active.43 Even during the plague in Tournai, the town regulation bear witness 

42  Barla, “‘Pour la necessitet du povre peuple’,” 95; Zylbergeld, “Le prix des céréales;” Zylb-
ergeld, “Les régulations du marché;” Zylbergeld, “Contribution,” passim and in particular 269-
70. English examples in Davis, Medieval Market Morality, 233-41. 
43  An interesting breakdown of the nature of the provisions adopted in urban legislation in 
Clauzel et al., “L’activité legislative,” by centuries, sometimes very early when possible (as in 
Douai, where the importance of provisions relating to the food trade is great).
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to sustained administrative activity in economic matters, and in particular 
food issues, which went beyond those relating to health issues.44 Economic 
control gave the town a large part of its legitimacy. 

A number of major urban ‘laws’ can undoubtedly be linked to the con-
text of food tension, famine and high prices: in 1317, the major regulations 
governing the food trade in Liège came in the wake of the great famine of 
1315-7. However, the regulations were not uniformly favourable to consum-
ers and confirmed the dominant position of the clergy in the food market. 
Ghent’s legislation appeared in the texts between 1337 and 1366; while Big-
wood noted that the first provisions on the staple were explicit around 28 
April 1350, its first mention may already have appeared around 1323, and its 
definitive organisation crystallized between 1358 and 1364. These texts were 
therefore drawn up in a context in which several major charters were to take 
effect. Flanders experienced four major food crises in the fourteenth century: 
in descending order of importance, in 1315-7; in 1339 to 1342 (especially in 
southern Flanders); in 1360-1; and finally, before and after the Black Death, 
in 1349-51.45 

5.  Conclusions

Medieval urban market was ‘segmented’ according to several lines which 
organized the access of buyers and sellers. The leverages of its organization 
were primarily spatial lines, with a multiplicity of different places of exchange 
allocated to the sale of certain products: meat, fish, cereals, fruit or vegeta-
bles, etc. The organisation of the market could also be reinforced by a play on 
‘temporality’ as a way to regulate access by applying differentiated rhythms 
of access to selling and buying. To go further in the efficiency and fairness 
of this organization, it would be necessary to carry out a detailed analysis, 
on a case-by-case basis, of the contexts in which the regulations emerged, 
the specific sociologies of each of the cities and the bodies that control and 
issue the legislation, linking these observations with the local context, which 
is not possible within the tight framework of this article. Drawing absolute 
conclusions on the nature of these urban regulations is undoubtedly prema-
ture, as they would need to be subjected to a large-scale comparative study 
embracing the cities of the Netherlands, following the example of what is un-
derway for Southern France and Italy.46 The differences in logic encountered, 
which result in certain provisions or texts benefiting different social groups 
or individuals, are the result of several factors. power relations between social 
groups, and the stranglehold of certain sectors on the administrative process, 

44  Billen, Boone, Bans and Edits, 21-5 and 35.
45  Espeel, “Prices and crises,” 114-41.
46  See the publications of the research program on Mediterranean communal statutes coordi-
nated by Didier Lett, currently underway.
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first and foremost. Sometimes the contradictions reflect a complicated gene-
sis: certain decisions were initially adopted on an (often weekly) ad hoc basis 
(as in Tournai),47 to resolve a specific and very peculiar situation. But the 
specific can form the basis for more perennial legislation of broader interest. 
In this way, singular decisions have accumulated over time. In other cases, 
urban statutes and by-laws are the product of a genuine, well-considered cod-
ification, or a complete overhaul of previous regulations (as in Soignies). A 
true typological study of urban bylaws should therefore be undertaken, as the 
genesis of these bylaws could perhaps help to explain certain inconsistencies. 

We also need to broaden the scope of our analysis: 1) firstly, by looking 
at the economic efficiency of the policies implemented in towns, which is the 
subject of much debate. In some cases, voluntarism, even selfish voluntarism, 
pays off: it has been pointed out that Cologne’s position and staple had brought 
benefits to the local inhabitants in terms of low prices, in particular. But what 
level of control was actually applied on a daily basis to prevent cheating? We 
refer to James Davis’ pessimistic assessment, for example, of the punishment 
for fraud.48 This is difficult to substantiate for our regions, given the lack of 
judicial sources prior to the modern era. 

2) In the case of market inequalities, the question of market segmenta-
tion, already raised by historiography,49 needs to be stressed. Markets were 
spatially and temporally segmented, as pointed above. But the existence of 
quality standards and strict regulation provided a normative framework that 
could nonetheless be reconciled with the legitimate existence of a market 
for products of lesser quality or not even new. According to the mentality of 
the authors of regulation, it was important to avoid confusion between new 
products or those of more prestigious status, and the ‘altered’ or second-hand 
goods. It brought another level of segmentation, between first-quality and 
new items, and ‘secondary quality’ or second-hand products (outside the food 
sector: second-hand goods, especially clothes, or metal).50 Even in the case 
of food, there were markets for these products of lesser quality, as in Mons, 
where mediocre, less noble or older meats were sold to the underprivileged, 
in a place physically separated from the “first-rate butcher”51 by a distance of 
at least 12 metres. The existence of certain foodstuffs that are invisible in offi-
cial market regulations also raises the question of a segmented market. Some 
cereals, ‘less central’ or prestigious, sometimes appear in the regulations or 

47  Billen, Boone, Bans and Edits, passim, with also some preliminary reflections on the genesis 
of the urban regulation.
48  Davis, Medieval Market Morality, 269-70; 455-7 shows the complexity of the arrangements 
between moral imperatives, and the fluctuating and flexible practices that oscillate between the 
interests of the protagonists.
49  To repeat the typology of Petrowiste, “Consommateurs.” 
50  Cf. the chapter of Todeschini.
51  Cf. Devillers, Bans de police de la ville de Mons, 20: these are not dated (between the thir-
teenth and the fifteenth centuries), but the writing refers to the thirteenth or early fourteenth 
century.
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disappear from them, depending on the context. Not all commodities were 
regulated with the same vigour: the most prestigious were almost always: 
wheat or spelt, depending on the relative importance that these cereals might 
have in terms of local ‘food cultures’.52 Some products with a more modest 
status, but which are sometimes socially very important, are also mentioned, 
such as rye, which in Ghent is one of the two products of the staple. Barley is 
less frequently mentioned (although it receives a great deal of attention in the 
small town of Sint-Truiden, where the brewing of beer is an essential econom-
ic and fiscal issue),53 and oats are very often ignored, as they are often used 
for animals, but also to make bread for the poorest people or during famine.54 
Depending on the case, many other products or cereals fall outside the regu-
lated categories,55 such as millet and einkorn... This is also the case for peas 
and vegetables.

Market segmentation is especially embodied in the contrasts between the 
formal markets officially regulated and the informal markets, those that ex-
ist on the periphery of the market governed by a normative framework: they 
are central to any consideration of equal access to the market. By its very 
nature, informal market is almost invisible, or at any rate less controllable.56 
There are indeed different types of activities, which straddle the two types 
of market, and are more or less legitimate and supervised. The activity of 
peddlers is more easily identifiable in the Early Modern sources; they sell in 
the city but also on its outskirts; the selling in shops is tolerated but less ap-
preciated by the authorities, because it is less easy to monitor, by definition. 
Selling even occurs in places where other activities were normally centralized 
(e.g. inns, where meals and accommodation were provided), but where some-
times products (wine, grain, meat) were traded outside the control circuits. 
Inns also acted as meeting places for merchants, which made it possible to 
conduct transactions. Illicit and fraudulent activity took also place in private 
homes or in the immediate suburbs. ‘Regraters’ who bought goods outside the 
market, often outside the town, and then speculated on their resale inside or 
outside the walls were also systematically targeted by regulations. All of these 

52  Spelt is not necessarily a ‘second-class’ cereal, as is sometimes written. On this subject, for 
the period we are dealing with here: Genicot, “La limite.” 
53  For example, in Straven, Inventaire, 214.
54  Cf. Wilkin, “Famine et paupérisation,” 238: in 1124, Charles the Good, Count of Flanders, 
had oat bread made. It was still used to feed certain populations until the end of the Ancien 
Régime.
55  Even more so in times of famine. Despite the probable rush to more modest types of wheat 
in times of famine, which served as substitute foods, very little is known about the circulation 
of more modest cereals (einkorn, millet, buckwheat and even spelt, which had a more complex 
status, depending on the place and time): their price was not always regulated and organized. 
And in times of famine, are they given to the poorest, or traded? Not to mention the destination 
of certain products, such as barley, which was brewed or fed to animals... but not always. I owe 
these comments to Mathieu Arnoux, whom I would like to thank. 
56  On this subject, see: Nigro, Il commercio al minuto; Blondé et al., Buyers and sellers. In 
general, see many contributions in Davis, A Cultural History.
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activities are more or less on the edge of prohibition, although they are not 
always strictly illegal. In the symbolic hierarchy of activities, they were the 
least liked. However, according to historians, they may well have been among 
the most frequented. There would therefore have been two parallel market 
systems: a ‘public’ market, taxed and controlled, which guaranteed constant 
and fair access to food and served as public insurance for subsistence; and 
an informal market, which eluded historians and archaeologists until proven 
otherwise, which took place in many interstitial places. By definition, the ex-
istence of a market that exists alongside the formalized market, in a more or 
less socially accepted way, creates disparities and inequalities between those 
who play the game and those who bypass it.57

3) We need to think beyond the market and reintroduce into the analy-
sis the question of inequality in its most common sense, and thus integrate 
debates on the evolution of living standards/real wages, before and after the 
famine and the plague.58 The sources often contain only the isolated wages 
of day labourers or wage earners, paid by the day or by the task, with no sta-
tistics on individual unemployment levels and annual occupation rates; and 
indirect considerations on the ability of wage earners to negotiate in order 
to increase the value of their work, as in the chronicles. The question of the 
effect of immigration to the town and its corrective effect on the demographic 
decline ‘within the town’ is crucial: because immigration makes it possible to 
compensate for the demographic decline in the urban workforce, and there-
fore prevents real wages from rising. And above all, because the question of 
compensatory labour, particularly for women, for example in agriculture, has 
a debated impact on male and female wage levels, in England as in the Neth-
erlands.59 In short, the crisis is not necessarily improving the situation of the 
weakest workers, or their access to food. It should also be noted that the level 
of women’s real wages for less-skilled workers may have been higher in north-
ern Europe (a.o. in Antwerp), even if the trend would have been less positive 
after 1500, and thus that they had there a better access to the food market.60 

4) Finally, non-market and individual food allowances (other types of ‘en-
titlements’) often escape analysis. There are many possible levels of reflection 
here: food distributions to the poor – which we believe, in the Low Coun-
tries, to be relatively marginal in relation to the scale of poverty61 – need to 

57  Cf. the chapter of Todeschini. 
58  On this question, in general, see: Sosson et al., Les niveaux de vie au Moyen Âge. The prob-
lem has not really been taken up again for the Low Countries. Interesting case study in: Espeel, 
Geens, “Feeding inequalities,” 403-10.
59  Munro, “Wage-Stickiness, Monetary Changes.” On women’s work, see lastly: Vervaet, 
“Women and Wage Labour,” 204, footnotes 2 to 5, with reference to the relevant literature on 
the fourteenth century context. On the effects of the plague, wage levels and competitive or 
non-competitive advantages for certain less affected regions, see: Blockmans, “The social and 
economic effects of plague;” Cohn, “After the Black Death.”
60  De Pleijt, van Zanden, “Gender wage inequality.”
61  This is another subject to be revisited. For England, see: Dyer, “Did the rich really help the 
poor?”
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be measured at their true value. The self-consumption of annuities paid in 
kind to the town inhabitants, who bought themselves a form of security, is 
another factor that needs to be clarified, even if they were able to sell them 
on the market. For the Low Countries in the sixteenth century, it has been 
estimated that between 20% and 40% of peri-urban or rural land was owned 
by the burghers of the towns,62 a phenomenon also documented in the city 
of Cologne, for example.63 Hospital annuities were often used to provide the 
bourgeoisie with a form of food security in their old age.64 Lastly, other types 
of non-market access to food (domesticity, dependence on churches, access to 
intra – or peri-urban communal resources) should also be taken into account. 

In short, these are all spheres of the economy whose importance cannot 
be denied in terms of access to food security, and which escape any analysis 
that focuses on the market. Here again, there must be many variations from 
one area to another, depending on the intrinsic characteristics of each town 
(sector of activity; institutions present, and their relationship with redistri-
bution and economic paternalism; geography and nature of the relationship 
between the town and its immediate rural surroundings). The analysis of in-
equalities in access to food is therefore a complex undertaking that requires 
a broad view, not exclusively dependent on a focus on the market which, in 
the Ancien Régime, was an important but not the only means of access to 
subsistence. 

62  See: van Bavel, van Cruyningen, Thoen, “The Low-Countries, 1000-1750,” 174.
63  Irsigler, “Getreidepreise,” 581-2.
64  See in particular: Pauly, Peregrinorum, pauperum.
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