
Chapter One
The Postan Thesis

This chapter outlines the case made for the Postan thesis as it relates to the pre-1348 period.

Each of Postan's arguments in support of his reconstruction of the thirteenth and early fourteenth

centuries are set out in turn. No attempt is made in this chapter to assess Postan's case, or to review

the contributions made by other medievalists to Postan's model. Both tasks will be dealt with in

subsequent chapters.

Postan believed that the expansion of settlement during the thirteenth century resulted in a

rapid rate of demographic growth. He contended that while internal colonisation continued, "the

crops from the virgin lands encouraged men to establish new families and settlements". 1 As evidence

for the rate of demographic growth over the thirteenth century, Postan referred to figures in the

Winchester Pipe Rolls for the sums collected each year as hundredpenny fines from males over the

age of twelve resident in Taunton Hundred (Somerset). Postan argued that the increase in the totals

recorded in the Winchester Pipe Rolls over the thirteenth century implied that the population of

Taunton Hundred more than doubled between 1209 and 1311 at an uninterrupted "compound annual

rate of growth of above 0.85 per cent". 2 In defence of the assumption that the rate of demographic

growth at Taunton was indicative of the rate across the country as a whole, Postan referred his

readers to "records of local per capita taxes" for certain unnamed manors in central and western

Essex and to the "surviving records" of the Glastonbury Abbey estates. These, he believed, indicated

a similar rate of population increase to that which prevailed at Taunton.3

The Postan thesis suggests that the rapid demographic increase over the course of the

thirteenth century led to the colonisation of lands unsuited to long-term cultivation. Postan argued

that the most fertile lands were the first to be settled and that less and less fertile soils were

progressively brought into cultivation as the population grew. According to Postan, by the end of the

eleventh century, "settlement had begun to overflow into lands worse than second rate".4 He was of

the opinion that the soils first settled after 1086 were "as a rule of the lowest possible quality" —

these were the intractable clays and thin upland soils "too forbidding to have tempted the settlers of

earlier centuries".5

lm. M. Postan, Essays on Medieval Agriculture and General Problems of the Medieval Economy,
Cambridge, 1973, p. 14.
2 M. M. Postan, The Medieval Economy and Society, Harmondsworth, 1975, p. 36.
3 ibid., p. 36.
4 ibid., p. 20.
5 ibid., p. 25.
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Postan argued that the sequence of settlement depended primarily on soil fertility even in the

case of the Royal Forests. Although Postan admitted that the Royal Forest was no more than a legal

concept, he argued that "it remains broadly true that most 'forests' occupied areas inaccessible or

uninviting to the farmer", and that "the settlement of the Royal Forests need not have differed much

from the settlement of other marginal lands". 6 For this reason Postan took issue with those historians

who believed that the contraction of the Royal Forests over the thirteenth century provided a "safety

valve" for continued demographic increase.?

The Postan thesis assumes that the exploitation of such inferior soils as were generally

available for new settlement after 1086 was "essentially a mining operation; it could remain

profitable only until their stored-up fertility had been worked out". 8 Postan believed that, after a

period under cultivation, these marginal lands, "no longer new, punished the men who tilled them

with failing crops and murrain of sheep and cattle". 9 The result was that these land were sooner or

later abandoned and allowed to fall back into the waste. Postan wrote that:

Medieval agriculturalists and manorial clerks were not of course in the
position to observe this physical process, and still less to describe it. But
the history of the fields themselves as revealed by cropping returns in
manorial accounts bears witness to fields, mostly of recent origin and
often on thin and light soils, disappearing after periods of regular
cultivation.10

Therefore, Postan believed that new reclamations had to be made periodically to compensate for the

exhaustion of the older assarts. He was of the opinion that the total area under the plough was

maintained only as long as fresh reserves of virgin land were available. Once these had began to run

short, Postan claimed, the abandonment of marginal land started to catch up with the process of

reclamation and the total area under the plough fe11.11

Postan considered that medieval technology was unequal to the task of sustaining the

fertility of even the best arable lands over centuries of use. By the end of the thirteenth century,

Postan argued, husbandmen had been "cultivating old land for too long". 12 This fact, he concluded,

led to the eventual abandonment of some of the oldest arable lands, and "a long drawn-out, perhaps

centuries long, decline in the yield of the more anciently cultivated lands". 13 In defence of this

6 ibid., pp. 22-3.
7 ibid., p. 23.
8 ibid., p. 26.
9 Postan, Essays on Medieval Agriculture, p. 14.
10 Postan, Medieval Economy and Society, p. 26.
11 M. M. Postan, "Medieval Agrarian Society in its Prime: England", in M. M. Postan (ed.), The
Cambridge Economic History of Europe. Vol. 1: The Agrarian Life of the Middle Ages, 2nd edition,
Cambridge, 1966, p. 559.
12 Postan, Essays on Medieval Agriculture, p. 15.
13 postan , Medieval Economy and Society, p. 69.
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hypothesis, Postan referred to cases in which the rent for older arable land was lower than that for

assarts and to instances in which new assarts were valued at a higher rate than older ones. He

contended that, "if the order in which land was broken up and colonized obeyed any rational

principle, the oldest lands should have ranked as better lands — more fertile, easier to work or more

accessible". 14 The lower rents charged for these older lands therefore led him to infer that "their

quality must have deteriorated and that the stored-up and still un-exhausted fertility of the newer

lands accounted for their higher valuation".15

Postan argued that this inference is supported by other, more direct evidence. He pointed to

the existence of "partly abandoned and largely decayed" fields in long-settled parts of the country.

According to Postan, there were "innumerable pieces of land and entire fields on most manors which

the surveys and accounts describe as old, exhausted or impoverished". 16 As further evidence for the

exhaustion of the old arable lands, Postan referred to cases in which it seemed that new lands were

taken under the plough to compensate for the abandonment of superannuated acres. He observed also

that on some estates piecemeal reclamations continued when the area under seed remained constant

or declined. Postan contended that this process can be observed in detail in the accounts of estates

such as those of St Swithun's Priory and Glastonbury Abbey. Field names and references to the area

under seed in these accounts indicated to Postan that abandoned furlongs had been replaced with new

lands taken in from the waste.17

According to the Postan thesis, the deterioration of the arable land was in part due to a

worsening shortage of livestock over the thirteenth century. Postan believed that "the area under corn

could grow only at the expense of the areas under grass since most of the reclamation necessitated the

taking in of communal and manorial wastes previously used for pasture". 18 Hence, as greater and

greater amounts of marginal land came under the plough, peasants and estate owners were able to

keep fewer and fewer animals. Since Postan regarded dung as "the only real fertilizer", he concluded

that the shrinkage of flocks and herds accelerated the decline in the fertility of the arable land. 19 By

the end of the thirteenth century, he alleged, "pasture and the animal population had been reduced to

a level incompatible with the conduct of mixed farming itself".2°

In defence of this last point, Postan referred his readers to instances in which manorial

accounts allow a comparison to be made between livestock numbers and arable acreage on the

14 postan, "Medieval Agrarian Society in its Prime: England", p. 557.
15 ibid., p. 558.
16 postan, Medieval Economy and Society, p. 71.
17 ibid., p. 72. Postan, "Medieval Agrarian Society in its Prime: England", p. 560.
18 Postan, Medieval Economy and Society, p. 63.
19 ibid., p. 64.
20 ibid., p. 65.
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demesne. Such comparisons often revealed a livestock to arable ratio much lower than that which

existed in the same localities in modern times. Moreover, Postan pointed out that manorial accounts

often indicate a lower livestock to arable ratio on demesne farms than that which eighteenth century

experts regarded as necessary for the acceptable manuring of the soi1.21

Postan argued that evidence of a shortage of livestock during the thirteenth century was also

to be found in the local assessment rolls for the Suffolk Hundred of Blackbourne in 1283 and for

parts of southern Wiltshire in 1225. Postan compared livestock totals in the Blackbourne assessments

with the official figures for the flocks and herds in the same Hundred in 1900, and the totals for 1225

from southern Wiltshire with his own estimate of the livestock in the same localities in 1867. In both

cases the recorded animal population in the thirteenth century was much lower than the figures for

more modern times. Postan also compared the recorded livestock to arable ratio in Blackbourne

Hundred and southern Wiltshire with eighteenth century estimates of the minimum sheep to arable

ratio required for effective manuring. He argued that in both areas the livestock available in the

thirteenth century was inadequate for the proper fertilisation of the soil. His conclusion was that the

1225 and 1283 taxation rolls reveal the "inescapable characteristics of an age in which the frontier

between corn and hoof had moved very far, indeed too far, cornwards".22

As further evidence for a shortage of livestock during the thirteenth century, Postan referred

to evidence that a significant number of tenants appear to have died without livestock. He contended

that manorial accounts abound with cases of heriots forgiven or converted to nominal money

payments, apparently because the deceased tenant had owned no livestock at the time of his death.

Postan placed particular emphasis on the evidence for this point in the accounts of the five

Winchester manors of Fareham, Waltham, Meon, Wargrave and Taunton. On these five manors

heriots paid in cash frequently made up more than a third of the recorded total in the decades before

1348.23

Postan believed that, although the expansion of the arable resulted in a worsening shortage

of grazing land, the outward movement of the margin of cultivation was insufficient to accommodate

the rise in population.24 The result, he argued, was a decline in average holding size and an increase

in the number of landless and semi-landless families as the century progressed. 25 In order to

demonstrate this trend, Postan turned to the surviving manorial surveys for the Bishoprics of

Winchester and Worchester, the Abbeys of Glastonbury and St Peter's of Gloucester, the estates of

the Canons of St Paul's, and the Berkley lordship. He concluded from a study of the distribution of

21 loc. cit.
22 Postan, Essays on Medieval Agriculture, p. 247.
23 ibid., p. 220.
24 ibid., p. 247.
25 ibid., p. 36.
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customary holdings on these estates that "about one-half of the peasant population had holdings,

which taken by themselves, would be insufficient to maintain entire families in the bare minimum of

subsistence".26

As additional evidence for peasant land hunger before 1300, Postan referred to the rise in

entry fines over the second half of the thirteenth century. He pointed out that entry fines in some parts

of Somerset had reached extremely high levels by the end of the century. At Taunton and on the

Glastonbury Abbey manors in Sedgemoor, entry fines per virgate of land were as high as £40, or

even £60.27 Postan felt that such high entry fines demonstrated the extreme pressure of population on

resources by 1300.28

The Postan thesis predicts also that "society was paying for its growing numbers by moving

ever closer to the margin of subsistence".29 Postan believed that each successive harvest failure

brought a rising death toll in the countryside. He observed that manorial accounts often plead a dearth

of labourers (caristia operariorum) in years of poor harvests when justifying additional expenditure

on wages. In his opinion, the use of this phrase in such contexts indicated that "when harvests were

very bad, labourers died off and were scarce".3°

Postan argued that the "the steeply increasing death rates in years of bad harvest" were also

indicated by the rising annual incidence of heriot payments on the five Winchester manors in his

sample. Years of high prices were followed by peaks in the number of recorded heriots. Further, the

mean number of heriots paid each decade rose from the 1290s onwards. According to Postan, crude

death rates among the rural population of the Winchester manors had risen to 75 per thousand by the

first half of the fourteenth century. As the increase in the number of heriots consisted largely of a rise

in the number of cash heriots, Postan concluded that if "the secular trend [of mortality] was rising it

was at least in part because the proportion of smallholders in the village population was also

rising".31

The Postan thesis does not, however, explain rising death rates at the end of the thirteenth

century in terms of a shortage of land alone. Postan accepted that the trend towards diminishing

returns in agriculture might have been reversed through higher levels of capital investment and

technological innovation. As he saw it, the real problem was why the trend towards diminishing

returns was allowed to run its course.

26 ibid., p. 147.
27 Poston, "Medieval Agrarian Society in its Prime: England", p. 553.
28 loc. cit.
29 Postan, Medieval Economy and Society, p. 37.
30 ibid., p. 38.
31 Postan, Essays in Medieval Agriculture, pp. 137-74.
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According to Postan, the absence of technological change in the rural economy before 1348

was largely explicable in terms of the unequal relations between lords and peasants. He argued that

the productivity of peasant agriculture was undermined by competition from the demesne sector for

scarce resources. It was his contention that seigneurial rent appropriated all of the peasant farmer's

surplus. The result was that most peasant households had little or no opportunity to make productive

investments.

Postan believed that the ability of peasant farmers to increase outputs was constrained by the

low average fertility of their land. He claimed that "a division of land between the demesne and the

tenants in the earliest days of settlement had favoured the lord", and that this division "was bound to

evolve to the disadvantage of tenants in later centuries". 32 In addition, Postan contended that

seigneurial rights over the manure of tenant flocks and grazing lands permitted estate owners to

increase the manure available for their demesnes at the expense of tenant agriculture. Moreover,

Postan observed that, when demesne lands were leased at the end of the thirteenth century, "we very

frequently find that the lands the lords got rid of first were the poorer ones", and that "this alone

would in the fullness of time have raised the villagers' share of inferior lands".33

As evidence for the poorer quality of the soil in peasant hands, Postan pointed to the fact

that tenants "grew a higher proportion of inferior grains than their lords". 34 According to Postan,

peasants sowed either barley, rye, and oats (or mixed crops such as maslin or dredge) in place of

wheat because their lands were too poor to sustain a large wheat crop. Moreover, he found it

significant that liveries to famuli, maintenance agreements between peasants and multure accounts

appear to indicate that inferior grains "formed a larger proportion of villagers' diet and of their crops

than of the diet and crops of the manorial lord".35

In Postan's opinion, the lack of significant technical improvements in demesne agriculture

during the thirteenth century could not be explained in terms of a shortage of new ideas alone. 36 He

argued that the failure of estate owners to innovate resulted from a reluctance to spend on productive

investment "in depth". 37 According to Postan:

on the estates of the improving landlords of the thirteenth century, the
improvements were, as a rule, brought about not by large productive
investments of capital but by more efficient administration, better systems

32 Postan, Medieval Economy and Society, pp. 137-8.
33 ibid., p. 138.
34 ibid., p. 137.
35 loc. cit.
36 ibid., pp. 46-7.
37 M. M. Postan and J. Hatcher, "Population and Class Relations in Feudal Society", in Aston and
Philipin, The Brenner Debate, p. 77.
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of accounts, more rational disposal of produce, and occasionally, by
slight changes in crops and rotation. None of these improvements
required or absorbed much capita1.38

Postan believed that the main reason for the scarcity of capital inputs in the demesne sector was a

socially conditioned preference for land purchases on the part of feudal aristocrats. 39 It was Postan's

belief that this preference was one of the main reasons why "manorial landowners themselves failed

to escape the economic malaise of the age".40

The Postan thesis asserts that peasants were also unable to compensate for the declining

productivity of the soil because they "lacked the financial resources for investment".41 Postan argued

that the level of rent "was frequently near or above the 50 per cent mark". 42 In defence of this claim

he referred to cases in which tenants held land under a free lease ad campi partem. When such leases

were contracted, the share appropriated by the estate owners was often one half of the produce of the

land.43 Postan believed that these metayage leases show that a seigneurial "rake-off' of fifty per cent

of the gross product of the peasant holding was regarded as the norm.

In light of the adverse effects of rent and competition from the demesne sector for scarce

resources, Postan was in no doubt that yields on peasant holdings must have been much lower than

those in demesne agriculture. He claimed "we cannot expect their [i.e. the peasants'] output per acre

to equal that of a well-managed demesne in the same locality". 44 According to Postan, it is evident

that "the higher quality of the lord's land, his superior command over capital, equipment, pastures

and folds, was bound to tell". 45 Postan therefore concluded that peasant yields on an apparently

typical estate, such as that of the Bishopric of Winchester, were necessarily "lower than three to four

times the seed" by the end of the thirteenth century.46

Postan argued that the continuous trend of diminishing returns in agriculture is demonstrated

by the movement of prices after 1200. 47 He contended that increasing dependence upon marginal

lands and the impoverishment of the old arable "raised the real cost of food in terms of resources

which had to be devoted to the production of additional quantities of grain". 48 Moreover, as

agriculture could no longer absorb the increasing size of the work force due to rapid demographic

38 ibid., p. 78.
39 /oc. cit.
40 loc. cit.
41 postan, Medieval Economy and Society, p. 48.
42 ibid., p. 140.
43 loc. cit.
44 ibid., p. 138
45 ibid., pp. 138-9.
46 ibid., p. 139.
47 ibid., p. 270.
48 loc. cit.
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growth, high prices were also accompanied by growing unemployment and "large sections of the

population went short of food".49 Thus, in Postan's opinion, there was no reason to assume that the

rise in grain prices over the thirteenth century was due to the increase in European silver production

during this period.

Postan pointed out that before higher levels of output from the silver mines of central

Europe could affect English prices, this silver first had to enter circulation in England. He argued

that, "If contemporary opinion is to be trusted, the country appeared to suffer at most times in the

thirteenth century from a shortage and dearth of silver" 5 0 Although he admitted that England might

have enjoyed a favourable balance of silver payments at different times during the century, Postan

wrote that, "if and when bullion came into the country it did not necessarily or always add to the

amount of silver in circulation," arguing that such silver might have been hoarded or used to

manufacture jewellery or plate, rather than coined.51

Postan also argued that a monetary explanation of the thirteenth century price rise is

impossible on theoretical grounds. He observed that trends in the prices of different commodities

diverged over the long-term. According to Postan, if an increase in the volume of coin in circulation

was responsible for the rise in prices, the "pure logic" of the monetarist explanation dictated that

"changes in money must be, so to speak, neutral as between different commodities". 52 The failure of

prices to move in concert over the thirteenth century therefore led Postan to conclude that the rise in

prices was the result of the pressure of population on resources.53

While Postan doubted that there was a influx of silver into England during the thirteenth

century, he admitted that the size of the English money supply must have increased after 1200 in

order to accommodate an increase in economic activity at a higher price level. However, Postan

argued that the growth in the money supply over the thirteenth century was due to the greater use of

credit and to the de-hoarding of silver in private stocks. The main instruments of this de-hoarding,

Postan felt, were high taxation, military expenditure and extravagant consumption by the

aristocracy.54

Postan believed that the declining marginal productivity of agricultural labour before 1300

resulted in falling real wages. As diminishing returns from labour meant that the economy was

unable to absorb the increase in population over the long run, employers were able to fix wages in

49 loc. cit.
50 ibid., p. 268.
51 loc. cit.
52 ibid., p. 270.
53 loc. cit.
54 M. M. Postan, "Note", Economic History Review, 2nd series, 12 (1960), p. 78.
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cash terms, despite the rise in prices.55 Postan estimated that real wages "on the estates of the

Bishops of Winchester, the Abbots of Westminster or the Abbots of Glastonbury may have fallen by

about 15 per cent between 1208 and 1225 and by another 10 per cent between 1225 and 1328".56

The Postan thesis assumes that a precarious balance existed between population and

resources at the turn of the thirteenth and fourteenth centuries. Postan, as pointed out earlier, believed

that husbandmen were able to compensate for the progressive exhaustion of the arable only by

replacing debilitated arable acres with new land assarted from the waste. But as the thirteenth century

drew to a close, the process of internal colonisation began to slow "as one manor and one village

after another ceased to add to its acreage until at some point in the fourteenth century the age-old

movement of internal colonization comes to a halt almost everywhere". 57 The total area under the

plough therefore began to contract and, Postan argued, it required no more than "a succession of bad

harvests in the second decade of the fourteenth century ... to send the population figures tumbling

down".58

In defence of the hypothesis that the population was falling after the famines of 1315-18,

Postan referred to evidence indicating a decline in land values and a rise in rural wages during the

second quarter of the fourteenth century. He wrote that "on most estates land values — rents, prices

of freeholds, entry fines — began to decline some time before 1348". 59 His conclusion was that "the

demand for land is now slack, its supply is now abundant". 6° According to Postan's figures, real

wages for agricultural labourers on the Winchester estates rose between 1300-19 and 1320-39 by

forty per cent. 61 The most plausible explanation for this trend, Postan argued, was that labour

became dearer because, "relative to other factors of production, it had become scarce". 62 A growing

shortage of labour, he observed, "argues for a declining population".63

Postan believed that the fall in prices after 1330 was restricted primarily to grain. This

pointed, he contended, "to a factor which has already been shown to have operated in the opposite

direction in the early centuries of the Middle Ages, i.e. population". 64 As population levels

decreased, Postan claimed, marginal lands were abandoned and grain was concentrated on better

soils. The result was a decline in the cost of production. Lower costs, and a decrease in demand due

55 Postan, Medieval Economy and Society, p. 274.
56 ibid., p. 40.
57 ibid., p. 27.
58 Postan, Essays on Medieval Agriculture, p. 14.
59 Postan, Medieval Economy and Society, p. 40.
60 Postan, "Medieval Agrarian Society in its Prime: England", p. 566.
61 Postan, Essays on Medieval Agriculture, p. 199.
62 ibid., p. 194.
63 loc. cit.
64 M. M. Postan, Medieval Trade and Finance, Cambridge, 1973, p. 182.
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to a reduction in the size of the population, were sufficient, in Postan's opinion, to bring down the

price of grain faster than the prices of other goods.

According to Postan, the fall in prices before 1348 cannot be explained in terms of a

contraction in the money supply. Although he admitted that the output of the older established

European silver mines slumped in the second quarter of the fourteenth century, he pointed out that:

by 1300 or 1320 ... the total stock of silver in Europe, in relation to
annual output, must have been truly enormous, for it had been amassed in
at least two centuries, and probably three, of large and steadily mounting
output. And when the total stock was thus two to five hundred times that of
its annual accretions, the international price of silver was influenced
more by the manner in which it was employed than by the current flow
from the mines.65

As Postan was of the opinion that the English balance of trade was more favourable in the fourteenth

century than in the thirteenth, 66 he believed that there was "no independent, i.e. purely monetary

reason why the supply of money should have failed to expand".67

Postan argued that the demesne sector entered a period of acute crisis during the first half of

the fourteenth century. 68 According to Postan the first signs of a slump in seigneurial incomes were

apparent as early as a half-century earlier. 69 The fact that this trend appeared to precede the drop in

prices after c.1325 by some decades led Postan to conclude that the underlying cause of the decline in

manorial profits was not falling prices, but the progressive exhaustion of the arable. 70 Moreover, the

Postan thesis predicts that, as wages rose and agricultural prices fell between 1325-1348, the retreat

from direct management became a rout. 71 A growing number of estate owners, Postan argued,

adopted a rentier policy as a means of cutting their losses. 72 Long leases allowed lords to maintain

their incomes "at least for a time" by making entrepreneurs shoulder the potential losses involved in

the continuance of demesne husbandry.73

65 ibid., p. 181.
66 Postan was not explicit regarding the grounds for this contention, although he may have had in
mind the well known increase in the export of English woollens from the 1350s onwards.
67 ibid., p. 78.
68 Postan, Medieval Economy and Society, p. 116.
69 loc. cit.
70 ibid., pp. 116-7.
71 ibid., p. 117.
72 ibid., pp. 116-7.
73 ibid., p. 117.



11

Chapter Two
The Origins of the

Postan Thesis

It will be argued in this chapter that the Postan thesis was the result of its author's disquiet

regarding the conventional wisdom of the 1930s and 1940s about the causes of economic change in

late medieval England. This disquiet led Postan to look for another set of explanations for the

transition from feudalism to capitalism between the mid-fourteenth and sixteenth centuries. The

result of this search was the Postan thesis, a complex synthesis of ideas from a range of theoretical

traditions.

During the 1930s Postan was engaged in an intensive study of the English economy in the

fifteenth century.' In the course of this research, he became increasingly sceptical of the then-current

idea that the fifteenth century represented a period of transition, "a time during which the so-called

medieval development was completed and the great Tudor economic achievement prepared".2 Postan

found it difficult to assume:

as most textbooks in fact do assume, that everything which the sixteenth
century possessed — industrial and commercial expansion, mercantile
capital, middle classes, agricultural progress, enclosures — was to be
found in the fifteenth century in a degree somewhat smaller than in the
sixteenth though somewhat greater than in the fourteenth.3

In light of the evidence for demographic crisis in England after the Black Death, Postan felt that the

conventional picture of the fifteenth century as a period of economic progress could not be sustained.

Moreover, he was unconvinced by the conventional explanation of the dissolution of the manorial

economy over the fifteenth century in terms of the "rise of a money economy".4 Postan argued the

age gave every sign of being one of economic regression, a trend which he believed was related to a

fall in population.5

Postan believed that, even if the fifteenth century had been a time of economic progress, the

concept of "the rise of a money economy" was inadequate to explain the decay of the manorial

1 E. Power and M. M. Postan (eds.), Studies in English Trade in the Fifteenth Century, London,
1953. Postan, Essays on Medieval Agriculture, pp. 41-80.
2 Postan, Essays on Medieval Agriculture, p. 41.
3 loc. cit.
4 For an authoritative statement of the "rise of a money economy" hypothesis, see: H. Nabholz,
"Medieval Agrarian Society in Transition", in J. H. Clapham and E. Power (eds.), The Cambridge
Economic History of Europe. Vol 1: The Agrarian Life of the Middle Ages, 1st edition, Cambridge,
1942, pp. 498-512. cf. Postan, Essays on Medieval Agriculture, pp. 41-8.
5 ibid., p. 48.
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system. He argued that, if the dissolution of the manorial regime had been the result of a unilinear

movement towards a market economy, it would be difficult to explain the apparent contraction of the

demense sector in the twelfth century, or the fact that this earlier contraction was seemingly reversed

after c.1200. 6 He therefore concluded that "the rise of a money economy" was nothing more than

"one of the residuary hypotheses of economic history: a deus ex machina to be called upon when no

other explanation is sufficient". 7

In place of this concept, Postan offered a new explanation of the process of economic

transformation in late medieval England. This was the Postan thesis, which accounted for structural

transformation in terms of demographic decline. According to the Postan thesis, the break-up of

manorial agriculture was explicable in terms of worsening soil exhaustion, the abandonment of

marginal land and rising labour costs — all trends which Postan argued were in evidence after 1348.8

These same trends, he contended, precluded the economic progress which the concept of the "rise of

a money economy" implied.

Postan felt that his model had the advantage of accounting for the chronology of the late

medieval demographic contraction. He believed that the available evidence indicated that wages were

rising and rents were falling from the 1320s onward. For this reason Postan argued that the decline in

population must have preceded the Black Death. Moreover, Postan questioned the assumption that

the outbreak of the Plague in 1348 and its recurrence in the 1360s were sufficient to explain

demographic contraction over the next century. In 1950 he expressed this problem in the following

words:

Hitherto, historians who believed in the fall in population after the Black
Death were able to account for it by the known facts of the Black Death
itself. Professor Russell and others have extended the explanation by
calling in the smaller epidemics of 1361 and 1369. But a tendency which
began some thirty years before the Black Death and which continued to
be felt for another hundred years cannot be accounted for by pestilence
alone. Other causes, hidden in the very foundations of medieval existence,
may have to be drawn upon to explain what pestilences cannot. Historians
may be called upon to lay bare the essential processes of a society held in
by physical, or, if the term is used in a broad sense, Malthusian checks. As
in all studies of this kind they may be able to find explanations of later
decline in the conditions of previous growth.9

6 Postan's objections to this interpretation were expressed in his article "The Rise of a Money
Economy" published in the Economic History Review in 1944 and reprinted in Essays on Medieval
Agriculture, pp. 28-40. Not all historians, however, would agree that the twelfth century saw a
significant shift away from demesne agriculture.
7 Postan, Essays on Medieval Agriculture, p. 28.
8 ibid., pp. 186-213
9 ibid., p. 213.
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Postan concluded therefore that the main reason for long-term demographic contraction before and

after 1348 was over-expansion of cultivation onto marginal lands during the thirteenth century.10

The origins of the Postan thesis are therefore not to be found in the detailed arguments

regarding the state of English agriculture in the thirteenth century which Postan published in the

1950s and 1960s. 11 Instead, the Postan thesis represents an attempt, begun before the Second World

War, to account for trends which its author detected at work in England after 1348. By the late 1940s

Postan was already acquainting his Cambridge students with the outline of his thesis, well before he

was in a position to provide evidence for many crucial aspects of his interpretation of the period

before the Black Death. 12 Indeed, Postan made no secret of the fact that much of his research in the

decades after World War II involved a search for evidence to support an existing set of hypotheses.13

This last point can best be illustrated by the comments made by Postan in his address to the

Ninth International Historical Congress in 1950. Although this address offers one of the first formal

statements of the Postan thesis, it provides little direct evidence for his interpretation of the course of

economic development before the Black Death. Instead, Postan referred to facts which he regarded as

suggestive, such as the downwards movement of prices and the abandonment of marginal land after

the Black Death. He admitted to his audience on this occasion that his proposed "hypotheses are

tentative in the extreme, mere guesses which may well turn out to be untrue".14

10 In retrospect, it may be that Postan was misled by deficiencies in the state of academic knowledge
in the years before and after World War II regarding late medieval demography. As John Hatcher has
pointed out, it is now clear that plague mortality rates remained high throughout the fifteenth century.
Plague had become endemic rather than epidemic and the absence of spectacular reports of pan-
epidemics in chronicles and other sources disguises the constant high rate of attrition from this source
(for this last point, see Hatcher, Plague and Population, pp. 16-18). During the 1940s, however,
Postan was probably justified in doubting whether Plague alone could account for the demographic
slump of the fifteenth century.
11 In his address to the Ninth International Historical Conference in 1950, for example, Postan was
unable to offer more evidence for a worsening shortage of manure in the peasant sector before the
Black Death than the observation that: "In England the manorial smallholders were so weighed down
with dues, and their grazing facilities so much restricted, that it must have been very difficult for
them to keep their land in good heart." Postan, Essays on Medieval Agriculture, p. 15.
12The first hints of the future shape of the Postan thesis are to be found in an article published in
1939. Postan, Essays on Medieval Agriculture, p. 48.
13 In 1950 Postan expressed both his proposed research programme and the tentative nature of his
model in these terms: "Both the prizes and penalties of rapid expansion in the social and technical
conditions of the thirteenth century may have to be appraised. Thus appraised they may show how
the honeymoon of high yields was succeeded by long periods of reckoning when the marginal lands,
no longer new, punished the men who tilled them with recurrent inundations, desiccations and dust
storms." Postan, Essays on Medieval Agriculture, p. 213.
14 Postan, Essays on Medieval Agriculture, p. 16. This quotation and those which follow from the
same address are from a re-written and expanded version of Postan's text, re-published in English in
1973.
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Postan's willingness to adopt such a tentative hypothesis was in part a reflection of the

influence of earlier debates on the process of change in English agriculture. In one sense the Postan

thesis should be seen an extension of Ricardo's famous Corn Model, a point which Postan freely

admitted, and which is discussed in an appendix to this dissertation. In another sense it represents the

revival of a set of ideas once widespread among English-speaking academic historians regarding the

origins of the enclosure movement of the sixteenth century. 15 According to this interpretation, the

persistence of common-field agriculture during medieval times led to a gradual, but inevitable,

decline in yields between the thirteenth and sixteenth centuries. 16 Postan therefore was not the first

historian to refer his readers "at the risk of some untestable speculation" to "the results of a long

drawn-out, perhaps centuries long, decline in the yield of the more anciently cultivated lands".17

Widespread acceptance of the original hypothesis of a progressive exhaustion of the

medieval arable had not survived devastating criticism during the 1920s. In an article published in

1922, Reginald Lennard had little difficulty in demonstrating "the inadequate and unscientific nature"

15 The origins of this assumption are perhaps to be found in remarks made by W. Denton in his
England in the Fifteenth Century, published in 1888. Denton's point was developed in a series of
articles published by American and English scholars after 1910. V. G. Simkhovitch, "Hay and
History", Political Science Quarterly, 28 (1913), pp. 385-403. Lord Ernie, "The Enclosure of Open-
Field Farms", Journal of the Ministry of Agriculture, 27 (1920-21), pp. 831-41, 899-911. R. Lennard,
"The Alleged Exhaustion of the Soil in Medieval England", Economic Journal, 32 (1922),
pp. 12-27.
16 The following quote, from Lord Ernle's article, is typical of the approach taken by those historians
who favoured this interpretation:

Strong evidence exists to show that in the fourteenth and fifteenth
centuries the arable land, continuously cropped for corn for several
hundred years, was losing its fertility. The yield was falling. Land which
had produced a livelihood for a man and his family ceased to supply his
necessary food, portions were being abandoned as tillage. (Ernie, "The
Enclosure of Open Field Farms", p. 899)

17 Postan, "Medieval Economy and Society", p. 69. Postan's first acquaintance with the hypothesis
of a progressive fall in the fertility of the soil during the Middle Ages may have come from his
reading of Denton, who wrote that:

It was clear at the end of the fifteenth century that the fertility of the
arable land of England was well-nigh exhausted ... The returns of wheat
and other grain were inconsiderable, and even this was diminishing. The
demand for labour in the commercial and manufacturing towns small
as these towns were forced up the wages of agricultural labourers
beyond the means of the farmers. It was this which compelled them to lay
down their lands in grass, and to turn their attention to sheep-rearing ...
The ground had the rest it needed. (England in the Fifteenth Century,
pp. 153-4, quoted in Lennard, "The Alleged Exhaustion of the Soil in
Medieval England", p. 12)

Reference to the debate can also be found in a footnote on the bottom of p. 15 of Postan's Essays on
Medieval Agriculture.
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of the evidence that had been advanced in support of the exhaustion hypothesis up until that date.18

Lennard was able to show that the available evidence on medieval yields "did not point in the

direction which the theory of soil exhaustion requires". 19 This conclusion was strengthened by the

publication of William Beveridge's discussion of harvest yields on the Winchester demesnes in 1929.

Beveridge concluded that, although yields were low during the medieval period, no noticeable

decline was evident during the period between the thirteenth and fifteenth centuries.20

Although most historians at the time accepted the conclusions drawn by Lennard and

Beveridge, Postan was more sceptical. He regarded their case as uncertain, in part because no

allowance had been made for tithe deductions, but also because:

All the material which Beveridge has collected relates to harvest yields on
the demesne of the bishop of Winchester. However, in the later Middle
Ages the areas of directly cultivated demesne land declined because large
areas of less productive land were rented out. Under these circumstances,
constant yields must be taken as an indication of falling yields.21

But, it was not until the early 1960s that Postan was able to point to Titow's figures for productivity

trends on the Winchester estates, and to assert with confidence, "the impression of a stable trend of

yields [during the thirteenth and early fourteenth centuries] is no longer tenable".22

The origins of the Postan thesis must also be sought in its author's application of parallels

drawn from the history of pre-industrial Europe. In the course of his address to the Ninth

International Historical Congress, Postan observed that:

By analogy with other and similar ages in European history and with
other civilizations similarly conditioned, historians and economists will
inevitably think of the inherent tendencies of population on the
Malthusian level of existence. Our knowledge of the demographic trends
in the over-populated countries of the Far East, but above all recent
studies of the Swedish population in the seventeenth and eighteenth
centuries and of the Irish population on the eve of the potato famine, give
us some insight as to what might happen to over populated counties on
the margin of subsistence ... It will not be too fanciful to project a
somewhat similar story in the facts of the Middle Ages and to see in the

18 Lennard, "The Alleged Exhaustion of the Soil in Medieval England", p. 13.
19 ibid., p. 26.
20 W. Beveridge, "The Yield and Price of Corn in the Middle Ages", Economic History Supplement,
2 (1929), pp. 93-113.
21 Postan, Essays on Medieval Agriculture, p. 15. A note of scepticism had earlier been sounded by
M. K. Bennett in an article published in 1935. In his article, Bennett had written that while he was
disposed "to accept Beveridge's averages as reliable indicators of the level of Winchester yields
within a margin of, say, 10 or 15 per cent, at the same time to doubt if they are taken as reliable
indicators of the trend through two and a half centuries". M. K. Bennett, "British Wheat Yields Per
Acre for Seven Centuries", Economic History, 3 (1935), pp. 12-29.
22 Postan, Medieval Economy and Society, p. 69.
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falling production of the later centuries a natural punishment for earlier
over-expansion.23

This statement makes it clear that the Postan thesis was the result of its author's application of what

he elsewhere termed the "familiar procedure of the comparative method".24

This recourse to analogy accords with the importance which Postan placed on the use of

comparative models. In a paper read to a conference on the Social Sciences held at Bedford College

in 1935, Postan observed that:

In reality the bulk of modern and economic history is shot through with
comparison ... Wherever historical investigations makes an appeal to
intelligence, there is almost always an implied comparison with some
other epoch.25

This same theme appears almost thirty years later, in a paper read by Postan to the Second

International Conference in Economic History at Aix-en-Provence in 1962. In this paper, Postan

gives considerable emphasis to the importance of analogies in the formulation of models in economic

history. He reminded his audience that:

We, the economic species of historians, are not like the other species.
Most of our topics are problem-oriented. We choose them, not because
they might help us to paint in a few economic facts into this or that
historical picture, but because they happen to be relevant to certain
general problems ... we often treat situations separate in time and space
as philosophically or logically contemporaneous. It is logical
contemporaneity that permits us in our studies of English population in
the thirteenth or the eighteenth century to draw upon demographic
evidence of India in the nineteenth century or that of Sweden in the
seventeenth or eighteenth centuries ... or to be reminded of England in the
sixteenth and seventeenth centuries while reflecting on life and labour in
China in the inter-war period.26

The assumption that the Postan thesis is based on an analogy with other instances of over-population

in Europe during historic times is therefore in accordance with Postan's preferred historical method.

Postan's emphasis on the comparative method raises the issue of whether its author was

influenced in his model-building by the importance of this approach in Russian historiography before

1917. Although Postan made his reputation as an historian in England, he was a Russian émigré,

having been born at Tighina, Bessarabia in 1899. Postan was educated in Russia, attending local high

schools at Tighina and Odessa before going on to university studies at St Petersburg, Odessa and

Kiev. At St Petersburg Postan studied natural sciences and sociology; he later read economics and

23 Postan, Essays on Medieval Agriculture, pp. 13-4.
24 Postan, Fact and Relevance, Essays on Historical Method, Cambridge, 1971, p. 20.
25 loc. cit.
26 ibid., p. 103.
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law at Odessa.27 Although Postan left Russia after the October Revolution, coming to England in

1923, his early academic training in Russian had an indelible impact on his attitude towards the

writing of history.28

Before 1917 Russian historians made considerable use of comparative models in the writing

of agrarian history. In the decades after Emancipation, Russian intellectuals regarded the future of the

mir, the extent of economic differentiation within peasant society, and the impact of capitalism on

rural life as questions of fundamental importance. As part of an effort to understand the changes

overtaking their society, Russian scholars re-examined the evidence for the development of peasant

societies in the European past. They looked towards the archives of Western Europe for hints as to

the future of their own society. In the course of this search, Russian scholars employed models of

agrarian change conditioned by their direct knowledge of peasant society, and used the results of

their studies of the past to illuminate the process of development in contemporary Russia.29

The study of medieval English society had particular attractions for Russian historians.

From the 1890s onwards, pioneering scholars, such as Dimitri Petruschevsky and Sir Paul

Vinogradoff, engaged in intensive research into medieval English society, making frequent use of

insights derived from their knowledge of contemporary Russian conditions. The application of

models based on late Tsarist Russia to medieval England was continued after the Revolution. E.A.

Kosminsky, who made extensive use of Lenin's writings on the differentiation of the Russian

peasantry in his studies in medieval agrarian history, was only one of the many Soviet scholars who

continued this tradition. If Postan had based the Postan thesis on a comparative model, he had done

so in accordance with a long standing trend in Russian scholarship.30

27 E. Miller, "Michael Moissey Postan, 1899-1981", Proceedings of the British Academy, 69 (1983),
pp. 543-4.
28 Postan's intellectual eclecticism and his enthusiasm for model-building reflect the intellectual
climate of late Tsarist Russia, and contrast strongly with the empiricism of most English-speaking
medievalists before and immediately after the Second World War.
29 P. Gatrell, "Historians and Peasants: Studies of Medieval English Society in a Russian Context",
Past and Present, No. 96 (1982), pp. 22-50.
30 One example of this trend is Sir Paul Vinogradoffs interpretation of the origins of the English
open field system in terms of the equalisation of each family's share of the good and bad land of the
village. Although Vinogradoff returned to this theme on a number of occasions, he was unable to
provide unambiguous evidence showing the relevance of the concept of shareholding to medieval
England. In Robert Dodgshon's words, this argument seems to have been "an exercise in inference,
no doubt guided by Vinogradoff's knowledge of Russia where the evidence for shareholding was
more clear-cut". R. Dodgshon, "The Interpretation of Subdivided Fields: A Study in Private or
Communal Interests?", in T. Rowley (ed.), The Origins of Open Field Agriculture, London, 1981,
p. 131. For comment on E. A. Kosminsky's use of Leninist models of differentiation, see
R. H. Hilton's introduction to the English edition of E. A. Kosminsky's Studies in the Agrarian
History of England in the Thirteenth Century, Oxford, 1956, pp. xvii-xviii.
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However, a problem arises as to the identity of pre-industrial societies which Postan may

have used to construct his model. A footnote to the revised text of Postan's address to the Ninth

International Conference refers his readers to recent research on eighteenth century population trends

in Ireland and Sweden. Two of three works mentioned in Postan's footnote are articles published in

the Economic History Review in 1950, while the substance of a third was published in further article

in the the same journal in that year.31

Postan's choice of references on this occasion almost certainly resulted from a desire to

illustrate his point using the most recent studies. 32 In consequence, little importance should be placed

on Postan's choice of examples on this occasion. Further, it is clear that the beginnings of the

Postan's thesis pre-date the publications of these studies by a decade or more. Its origins must

therefore be sought further afield than Postan's comments in 1950 would suggest.

It will be argued here that the Postan thesis was in part based on an analogy with Russian

agriculture in the period between 1861-90. This case rests on a number of points. First, close

parallels can be drawn between the conventional wisdom regarding the state of Russian agriculture in

this period and the interpretation of medieval agrarian history offered by the Postan thesis. Second, it

is evident that Postan was familiar with the conventional interpretation of late nineteenth century

Russian agriculture. Finally, if Postan had applied Russian analogies to understanding England

before the Black Death, this would have been in accordance with the approach of a number of

prominent Russian historians before and after 1917.

There was general agreement among economic historians that Russian agriculture was in a

state of worsening crisis towards the end of the nineteenth century. Discussions of the so-called

"Agrarian Problem" are found in contemporary Russian sources, and in numerous academic works

published in Russia and the English-speaking world since 1900. With few exceptions, the

overwhelming majority of historians have accepted that the economic position of the Russian

peasantry deteriorated rapidly as the nineteenth century drew to a close.

According to this interpretation, the Russian peasantry was caught up in a increasingly

desperate struggle for existence after 1861. Emancipation, it is argued, meant a reduction in the size

of most peasant holdings below the minimum needed for bare subsistence. As landowners also kept

the best arable and meadow for their own use, ex-serfs were left with the poorer soils and an

31 E. Heckscher, "Swedish Population in the Seventeenth and Eighteenth Centuries", Economic
History Review, 2nd series, 2 (1950), pp. 266-77. K. H. Connell, "Land and Population in Ireland,
1780-1845", 2nd series, 2 (1950), pp. 278-289. K. H. Connell, "The Colonization of Waste Land in
Ireland 1780-1845", Economic History Review, 2nd series, 3 (1950), pp. 44-71.
32 As an editor of the Economic History Review at the time Postan would, of course, have had these
works at his fingertips.
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inadequate stock of grazing land. Moreover, most of the newly-liberated peasants faced a heavy

financial burden.33 Because of the loss of part of their allotments as a result of Emancipation,

peasants had no option but to rent additional parcels of land from landowners, who forced tenants to

pay extortionate "hunger rents". Even after a good harvest, peasants had little left to show for their

labour after meeting the cost of rents and a wide range of direct and indirect taxes. Fixed outgoings

frequently absorbed the whole of the surplus product of the peasant farm and peasants fell into

arrears with landlords, with the result that peasant indebtedness became a worsening problem.34

Moreover, according to this interpretation, the rural population continued to grow at an

explosive rate. The increase in the number of the peasant families far outstripped the expansion of the

arable area. By the end of the nineteenth century there was an enormous excess of labour power in

the village sector. Peasant incomes, consumption and real wages were falling, as was output per

person and average holding size. 35 In order to accommodate their growing land hunger, peasants

ploughed up the waste lands once reserved for use as pasture. The loss of the waste, however, meant

a worsening shortage of grazing land and the emergence of a cereal monoculture.36

It is argued that, to make ends meet, peasants engaged in an "economy of devastation",

pushing the land to its limit. The tillage of grasslands for arable production meant a shortage of

manure and falling yields, accentuating peasant land hunger. As the state of their existing holdings

worsened, peasants had no choice but to plough up the sleep slopes of hills and other land unsuitable

for tillage. In consequence, the fertility of the soil was further undermined as a result of soil

erosion.37

As the ecological crisis worsened, peasant society moved closer and closer to the margin of

subsistence. Harvests became increasingly sensitive to climatic fluctuations and every shortfall in

yields meant hunger. This process culminated in the famine of 1891-2 which saw widespread

33 G. T. Robinson, Rural Russia under the Old Regime, New York, 1949, pp. 82-94. T. Emmons,
"The Peasant and Emancipation", in W. Vucinich (ed.), The Peasant in Nineteenth-Century Russia,
Stanford, 1968, pp. 66, 69-70. A. Gerschenkron, "Agrarian Policies and Industrialization: Russia
1861-1917", in M. M. Postan and H. J. Habakkuk (eds.), The Cambridge Economic History of
Europe. Vol 6: The Industrial Revolutions and After, Cambridge, 1966, pp. 727-43. H. Rogger,
Russia in the Age of Modernisation and Revolution 1881-1917, London, 1983, pp. 76-7. L. Volin, A
Century of Russian Agriculture, Cambridge, Mass., 1970, pp. 45-8. P. Gatrell, The Tsarist Economy
1850-1917, London, 1986, pp. 108-9.
34 Robinson, Rural Russia under the Old Regime, pp. 95-100. Volin, A Century of Russian
Agriculture, pp. 50-3. Gatrell, The Tsarist Economy, p. 196.

Robinson, Rural Russia under the Old Regime, p. 111. Volin, A Century of Russian Agriculture,
p. 59. Gerschenkron,"Agrarian Policies and Industrialization", pp. 776-80.
36 Robinson, Rural Russia under the Old Regime, p. 115. Volin, A Century of Russian Agriculture,
p. 59. Gerschenkron, "Agrarian Policies and Industrialization", pp. 133, 777-8.
37 Robinson, Rural Russia under the Old Regime, p. 100.
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starvation and immense suffering. No less than 400,000 people died as a result of hunger, cholera and

typhus.38

There are obvious similarities between this interpretation of late Tsarist Russia and Postan's

concept of a Malthusian crisis in medieval England. In many instances, Postan attributes the same

results to rapid demographic growth in England before 1300 as those attributed to the rise in

population in pre-1900 Russia. There is little in the standard interpretation of Russian agrarian history

in this period that is not paralleled at some point by part of the Postan thesis. Even the contention that

Malthusian pressure led to a long-drawn out period of demographic and economic decline in England

after c.1325 echoes contemporary Russian assessments of the consequences of the 1891-92

famine.39

The nature of the subjects studied by Postan at St Petersburg and Odessa made it inevitable

that Postan was familiar with details of the conventional interpretation of the Russian "Agrarian

Question" before 1917. Moreover, as Sir John Habakkuk pointed out in his address at the memorial

service for Postan in 1982, "there were many perceptions about peasant society ... which came

naturally to someone educated in Russia before 1918".4° Postan maintained an active interest in the

economic history of modern Russia for most of his life, continuing to read Soviet and Western works

on the subject. Thus, there can be little doubt that Postan was therefore familiar with the accepted

pessimistic interpretation of Russian agriculture before 1900. In fact, it was only at the very end of

Postan's life that some historians began to cast doubt upon this conventional view.41

The likelihood that the Postan thesis reflects the influence of analogies drawn from Russian

agrarian history before 1900 is strengthened by Postan's frequent use of parallels with Russian

38 Gave11, ibid., pp. 60, 140. Rogger, Russia in an Age of Modernisation, p. 75.
39 Even when questions of detail are involved, Postan's arguments are often reminiscent of
contemporary Russian observations on the "Agrarian Question". Postan's assertion, for example, that
market rents in late thirteenth century England were equal to half of the gross output of the peasant
farm is a case in point. In this instance, Postan repeats complaints about "hunger rentals" before
1900. Another parallel, although perhaps one of less significance, is Postan's assumption that
thirteenth century landowners had a disproportionate share of the best arable lands, which brings to
mind claims made regarding the unfair distribution of lands after Emancipation.
40 Miller, 'Michael Moissey Postan', p. 344.
41 For the revisionist case see J. Y. Simms, "The Crisis in Russian Agriculture at the end of the 19th
Century: A Different View", Slavic Review, 36 (1977), pp. 377-98. E. Kingston-Mann, "Marxism
and Russian Historical Development: Problems of Evidence, Experience and Culture", American
Historical Review, 84 (1981), pp. 731-52. J. Y. Simms. "The Crop Failure of 1981: Soil Exhaustion,
Technological Backwardness and Russia's 'Agrarian Crisis' ", Slavonic Review, 41 (1982), pp. 236-
50. E. Wilbur, "Was Russian Peasant Agriculture Really that Impoverished? New Evidence from a
Case Study from the 'Impoverished Center' at the End of the Nineteenth Century", Journal of
Economic History, 43 (1983), pp. 137-44.
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peasant society to illuminate aspects of medieval English peasant life.42 In his introduction to the

Peterborough Carte Nativorum, Postan employs Chayanov's hypothesis that fluctuations in the size

of peasant holdings can be related to changes in family size over time to explain the pattern of land

transactions on the Peterborough Abbey estates. 43 Elsewhere, Postan followed Chayanov in asserting

the special nature of the peasant economy. Postan argued that medieval serfs and freemen did not

regard land as something to be brought or sold "in obedience to calculations of profitability". Instead,

Postan believed that land was desired as "an end to itself, an 'economic' good", the possession of

which established the peasant's status "as a head of a household, and as a member of his village

society, and measures his worth and standing therein"."

Some conclusions regarding the origins of the Postan thesis are possible. The Postan thesis

is an attempt to provide an explanation for the late medieval transformation of the English economy.

Postan's response to the"rise of the money economy" concept was an alternative set of hypotheses.

These represented a synthesis of ideas taken from different intellectual traditions. The influence of

both Ricardo and early debates on the origins of the enclosure movement are evident, while aspects

of the Postan thesis were derived from a comparative model, one that may have been influenced by

conventional interpretations of Russian agrarian history before c.1900.

42 This was, of course, no reason why Postan should not have drawn parallels between England in the
period before the Black Death and late nineteenth century Russia. Quite apart from the example of
scholars such as Vinogradoff, the structural similarities between medieval England and late Tsarist
Russia would have inevitably attracted Postan's attention. The fundamental unit of production in late
nineteenth century Russia was still the peasant farm, just as it had been in England before the Black
Death. Both medieval English peasants and their nineteenth century Russian counterparts employed a
comparable range of agricultural techniques, including the use of a three-field crop rotation and
primitive wooden ploughs. Although Emancipation in the 1860s had ended Russian serfdom,
elements of the manorial economy remained in place until 1917. Estate agriculture continued for
decades after Emancipation and in many instances labour rents (otrabotka) continued the old system
of barshchina under another name. I. D. Kovalchenko and N. B. Selunskaia, "Labour Rental in the
Manorial Economy of European Russia at the End of the 19th Century and the Beginning of the
20th", Explorations in Economic History, 4 (1981), pp. 1-20. Gatrell, "The Tsarist Economy", p. 73.
43 Poston, Essays on Medieval Agriculture, pp. 114-5.
44 ibid., p. 280. It is perhaps significant that in both instances Postan's use of Russian analogies led
him to some questionable speculation. Postan's interpretation of the Peterborough Carte Navitorum
has been disputed by Edward King, who concludes that the wealthier peasant families were building
up large holdings at the expense of their poorer neighbours. E. King, Peterborough Abbey 1086-
1310: A Study in the Land Market, Cambridge, 1973, pp. 99-125. Postan's assumptions regarding the
special nature of the peasant economy in England before the Black Death rest on nothing more than a
reference to "common sense and comparable experiences in other peasant cultures". Postan, Essays
on Medieval Agriculture, p. 280. It is interesting, however, that although Postan made frequent use of
Chayanovian concepts, he refers to Chayanov by name only once, and then at the end of his article on
the Winchester heriots Postan, ibid., p. 174. Postan's vagueness on this and other occasions regarding
the sources of his comparative models accords with the contention that the Postan thesis is derived, at
least in part, from an unstated Russian model. The influence of Russian analogies in other contexts
should also be noted. When discussing agrarian developments in the fifteenth century, Postan readily
applied the Russian term "kulak" to the wealthiest stratum of late medieval peasant society, as well as
taking pains to argue against the Leninist assumption of increasing economic differentiation in
peasant society. Postan, "Medieval Agrarian Society in its Prime: England", p. 631.
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Chapter Three
"The Cambridge School"

During his career at Cambridge, Postan was actively engaged in teaching and in the

supervision of higher degree theses. Many of Postan's students went on to make their own careers in

the field of medieval economic history. Among his students at Cambridge, three in particular made

important contributions to the debate regarding the Postan thesis: Edward Miller, John Hatcher and

J. Z. Titow. This chapter will examine some of the implications of their work for the re-assessment of

the Postan thesis.

No discussion of the Postan thesis can ignore the contribution made to it by J. Z. Titow.

Postan himself made constant reference to Titow's work on the Winchester estates and it is through

Titow's researches that the Winchester estates have come to be regarded as the locus classicus of the

Postan thesis. As Postan's references to the Winchester estates are often indirect (and frequently

assume that his reader is familiar with the results of Titow's investigations), this aspect of Postan's

argument will be illustrated by reference to Titow's published and unpublished work.

In a series of articles and monographs published in the late 1960s and early 1970s, Titow

argued that the history of the Winchester estates over the late thirteenth and early fourteenth centuries

demonstrated the existence of a demographic crisis in England before the Black Death. His figures

indicated that between 1265 and 1348 the area under seed on the Winchester demesne fell from

13,380 to 8,233 acres. 1 According to Titow, this decline was accompanied by the contraction of

demesne flocks and herds, and by a fall in yields at the end of the thirteenth century.2 He suggested

that these trends are explicable only in terms of increasing over-population and the over-tillage of

marginal lands, as the Postan thesis predicts.

Titow argued that the contraction of the demesne after c.1270 on the Winchester estates

could not have been due to the fact that the Bishopric found it more profitable to let land than to keep

it as demesne, or to a growing preference for income from rents. 3 If the contraction of the Winchester

demesne had been due to either of these factors, Titow wrote, the decision to let out land "would

have been decided upon centrally in response to some general change in the condition of the

market".4 Thus, if the contraction of the demesne had been due to a deliberate change of policy, "one

1 J. Z. Titow, "Land and Population on the Bishop of Winchester's Estates 1209-1350", Cambridge
Ph.D. thesis, 1962, p. 21.
2 J. Z. Titow, Winchester Yields: A Study in Medieval Agricultural Productivity, Cambridge, 1972,
pp. 9-33.
3 Titow, "Land and Population", p. 24.
4 loc. cit.
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would have found it on all the manors and the movement would have been roughly the same

everywhere". 5 Instead, Titow observed that on some manors contraction had set in as early as the

mid-thirteenth century, while on others the shrinkage of the demesne arable did not occur until the

mid-fourteenth.6

While Titow admitted that acres shed from the demesne were let out to peasants, he believed

that this process was a side-effect and not a cause of the retreat from direct management? He pointed

to the lack of any significant correlation between fluctuations in the Redditus Assisus and the area

under seed on each manor. 8 Titow argued that, as the acreage withdrawn from direct management

exceeded the total amount let to tenants as arable land, parts of the demesne were being abandoned to

the waste.9 If this was the case, he claimed, it is evident that the contraction of the demesne could not

have been due to a deliberate rentier policy.

He was equally sceptical of the suggestion that the decline in the area under seed was due to

a "conscious shift in the balance between the arable and stock farming". 10 Titow pointed out that

"the period in which the animal population ... was at its highest level ... coincided with the period of

greatest expansion of the demesne". 11 He observed that the decline in the size of demesne flocks and

herds after 1270 "not only made it unnecessary to bring in more pasture at the expense of the arable

but made it possible ... to increase sales of pasture and fodder".12

Titow felt that the leasing out of demesne as pasture was a further symptom of the

deterioration of the arable. He argued that "such land as did not find its way into tenants' hands but

abandoned as unproductive must have constituted very poor pasturage". 13 In his opinion, such

marginal land "was probably turned to better account by taking advantage of the peasant's demand

for pasture ... than by putting additional animals on it". 14 Moreover, Titow believed that the leasing

out of demesne as pasture was insufficient to permit peasants to increase the size of their flocks and

herds. Instead, he suggested that this process did nothing more than permit peasants to reduce the

number of livestock slaughtered each year in late autumn because of the scarcity of winter feed.15

5 loc. cit.
6 Titow, English Rural Society 1200-1350, London, 1969, p. 53.
7 Titow, "Land and Population", pp. 24-5.
8 ibid., pp. 25-6.
9 ibid., pp. 27-30.
10 ibid., p. 22.
11 ibid., pp. 22-3.
12 ibid., p. 24.
13 ibid., p. 46.
14 loc. cit.
15 ibid., p. 128.
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The rejection of alternative explanations led Titow to conclude that "the most plausible

explanation ... must be that the ... contraction of the demesne was due primarily to the shedding of

unproductive land". 16 Titow saw this process as "an inevitable penalty of over-cultivation". 17 He

explained the contraction of the area under seed as the result of "the abandonment of lands which,

taken under the plough in the heat of the colonizing activity ... were in fact too poor to sustain

permanent cultivation and had to be discarded once their stored fertility was exhausted".18

As evidence for this explanation of the contraction of the demesne arable in terms of the

exhaustion of marginal lands, Titow referred to the apparent decline in yields after 1270. He pointed

out that "it does seem such a strange coincidence that the periods of the greatest expansion of the

Winchester demesne was followed almost immediately by a period of its lowest yields". 19 Titow

also argued that "it is perhaps not without significance ... that the greatest deterioration in yields ...

occurred on manors which are known to have been colonizing extensively in the thirteenth century",

and that "the manors which were doing so much better in terms of productivity were for the most part

relatively small with very little ... thirteenth century colonization".20 He contends, therefore, that the

contraction of the area under seed was a response to the decline in yields, which might have been

even more pronounced if the area under demesne had not been deliberately reduced.21

Titow observed that "the much greater deterioration in the yields of barley and oats than of

wheat happens to be one of the most striking features of the Winchester yield patterns".22 This

factor, he argued, points toward an explanation for the decline in yields in terms of the falling fertility

of marginal soils. On the basis of the results of experiments carried out at Rothamstead in the late

nineteenth century, Titow claimed that wheat is less vulnerable to the effects of soil exhaustion than

either barley or oats. Hence, he believed that it was only to be expected that wheat yields would not

show the same fall in yields as that experienced by other grains if the cause was the working-out of

the stored-up fertility of marginal lands.23

It would be wrong, however, to assume that Titow saw the relative infertility of the land

assarted from the waste before 1270 as the sole cause of the fall in yields during the last quarter of

the thirteenth century. Titow was of the opinion that declining yields were also a result of the

expansion of the arable at the expense of pasture. His figures for the ratio of livestock to arable led

him to conclude that animal numbers on the Winchester demesnes during the thirteenth and early

16 ibid., pp. 27-8.
17 ibid., p. 24.
18 loc. cit.
19 Titow, Winchester Yields, p. 32.
20 ibid., pp. 32-3.
21 ibid., p. 32.
22 loc. cit.
23 loc. cit.
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fourteenth centuries were too low to have ensured adequate manuring. Thus, he claimed that "a

chronic shortage of manuring ... would go a long way towards explaining the low productivity

prevalent on the Winchester manors".24

Titow argued that the shortage of manure on the Winchester estates may in fact have

encouraged a conscious decision to reduce the area under seed on the Winchester demesnes after

1270. He observed that, because "manure could not, on the whole, be obtained by purchase", the only

available means of reversing a shortage of manure "was to increase the number of demesne animals

or to reduce the acreage of the demesne arable". 25 Titow doubted that the first option was achievable

on the Winchester estates in the latter part of the thirteenth century. Since the size of flocks and herds

on the Winchester estates, taken as a whole, had peaked by 1260, he argued that "there was a natural

ceiling to the level of animal population ... and that by the end of the thirteenth century that ceiling

had been somewhat lowered by extensive colonization". 26 As the fall in the area under seed after

1265 was often accompanied by a rise in the number of animals per acre, Titow concluded that "it

may well be that the contraction ... was undertaken partly with this objective in mind".27

E. Miller and J. Hatcher are both well-known as the authors of estate and regional studies.28

However, their main contribution to the Postan thesis has lain in the field of popularisation. Over the

last quarter-century Miller and Hatcher have provided a series of articles and textbooks re-stating and

illustrating the Postan thesis. 29 Whereas Postan's published work on medieval economic history

before the Black Death tended to concentrate on particular problems or themes, the work of Miller

and Hatcher provides a detailed and coherent narrative of English agrarian history in the pre-1348

period.

Miller and Hatcher combed the sources for additional evidence of the colonisation of

marginal soils in the thirteenth century, high rents and entry fines, the shortage of livestock on

peasant farms and the decline of the average size of holdings in the peasant sector. Sometimes they

have simply multiplied examples of the sorts of facts which Postan found significant. One example is

their treatment of the question of the shortage of peasant livestock during the thirteenth century in the

textbook Medieval England and Rural Society. Their discussion of this problem is conducted almost

24 ibid., p. 30.
25 loc. cit.
26 /oc. cit.
27 loc. cit.
28 E. Miller, The Abbey and Bishopric of Ely, Cambridge, 1951. J. Hatcher, Rural Economy and
Society in the Duchy of Cornwall, 1300-1500, Cambridge, 1970.
29 E. Miller, "The English Economy in the Thirteenth Century: Implications of Recent Research",
Past and Present, 28 (1964), pp. 21-40. E. Miller, "The Twelfth and Thirteenth Centuries: An
Economic Contrast?", Economic History Review, 2nd series, 24 (1971), pp. 1-14. J. Hatcher, Plague,
Population and the English Economy, 1348-1530, London, 1977. E. Miller and J. Hatcher, Medieval
England— Rural Society and Economic Change 1086-1348, London, 1978.
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entirely in terms of the recorded livestock per tax payer in the three thirteenth century lay subsidy

assessments first discussed by Postan in his original 1962 article and a further three published

assessments.3°

However, Miller and Hatcher have also made an independent contribution to the debate over

the Postan thesis, having qualified many of Postan's arguments. They are less categorical regarding

the extent of the demographic crisis before the Black Death, admitting their ignorance of many

aspects of the agrarian economy. Nor are they convinced that opportunities for further economic

growth and new settlement were totally exhausted by 1300. In addition, Miller and Hatcher point out

that Titow's data on yields "exhibit no clear trend" and warn that historians "must be careful not to

overstate the extent of falling yields". 31 They hint at the "signs of a new equilibrium being achieved

by the 1330s and 1340s", suggesting that the contraction of the demesne on many estates after 1300

may owe more to rising rents than falling yields, and argue that this last trend may well have

provided peasants with a fresh source of land.32

Both Miller and Hatcher feel that "a simple equation of land and people is, by itself, an

inadequate explanation of the economic problems of the early fourteenth century". 33 In particular,

drawing upon the work of Ian Kershaw, Miller and Hatcher have pointed towards the famines and

murrains of the years 1315-22 as a factor in the economic strains of the second quarter of the

fourteenth century. 34 Miller has also argued that the demands of royal taxation, purveyance and

conscription during the 1290s, 1330s and 1340s must bear much of the blame for the apparent

impoverishment of peasant households in the decades before the Black Death.35

No less important is the emphasis which Hatcher has placed on the importance of epidemic

disease as an exogenous factor in the population history of the late medieval period. Hatcher is

reluctant to see soil exhaustion as a major cause of demographic and economic contraction in this

period. Such an assumption, he believes, is difficult to reconcile with "low prices for agricultural

produce and a striking freedom from subsistence crises". 36 Instead, Hatcher points towards signs of

a surprising resilience in the English agrarian economy in the late fourteenth century. According to

Hatcher, in the years before 1400, "large numbers of landlords, perhaps even the majority, were

enjoying revenues not decisively below those received in pre-plague years".37

30 Miller and Hatcher, ibid., pp. 152-5.
31 ibid., pp. 57, 245.
32 ibid., pp. 59, 246.
33 ibid., p. 59.
34 ibid., pp. 57-61.
35 E. Miller, "War, Taxation and the English Economy in the Late Thirteenth and Early Fourteenth
Centuries", in J. M. Winter (ed.), War and Economic Development, Cambridge, 1975, pp. 11-27.
36 Hatcher, Plague, Population and the English Economy, p. 57.
37 ibid., p. 32.
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Hatcher believes that biological factors provide the main explanation for high mortality rates

after 1348. In his opinion, demographic decline or stagnation was primarily due to disease, not to

economic factors. He points to the persistence of the bubonic plague and the presence of a wide

range of endemic and epidemic diseases as the reason for the crisis in population. Hatcher writes:

It is inconceivable that mortality induced by low living standards could
have reduced England's population by more than half and then delayed
recovery, despite rising living standards, for almost two centuries. In
spite of the protests of generations of historians, there remains much truth
in the view that the arrival of the plague was the turning point in
history.38

By drawing attention to the exogenous factors, such as plague, war and climatic

fluctuations, Miller and Hatcher have to some extent rescued the Postan thesis from the charge of

over-simplification often directed against monocausal models. Moreover, by their willingness to

qualify some of Postan's more pessimistic assumptions about the state of English agriculture in the

pre-Black Death period, Miller and Hatcher have gone part of the way towards meeting some of the

criticisms advanced by opponents of the Postan thesis.39

38 ibid., p. 37.
39 As Bridbury has pointed out, Miller also qualified some aspects of Postan's interpretation of the
twelfth century as a period of economic stagnation or recession. Bridbury, The English Economy
from Bede to the Reformation, pp. 24-25. E. Miller, "England in the Twelfth and Thirteenth
Centuries, An Economic Contrast", p. 12.
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Chapter Four
The Debate Concerning

the Postan Thesis

The impact of the Postan thesis on the study of medieval economic history in the English-

speaking world since the late 1940s would be difficult to exaggerate. Postan's was the first sustained

attempt to analyse the process of structural change in England during the Middle Ages in social

scientific terms. His emphasis on the importance of demographic trends as a factor in economic

development was an enormously fertile insight, one which focused the attention of a whole

generation of medieval historians on a fresh set of questions. The Postan thesis has provided the

inspiration for countless postgraduate dissertations, journal articles, monographs and scholarly books.

Although influential, the Postan thesis has not been without its critics. In general, criticism

of the Postan's interpretation of English agrarian history in the pre-1348 period has come from three

main sources. The first includes numismatists or economic historians favouring a monetarist

explanation of price trends in the thirteenth and fourteenth centuries. The second consists of

medievalists sceptical of different aspects of the Postan's view of English agriculture in this period.

Finally, criticism of the Postan thesis has come from Marxist historians who believe that Postan gave

insufficient weight to issues such as feudal exploitation or class interests. This chapter attempts to

outline the main course of the debate on the Postan thesis over the last three decades.1

In 1959 the Economic History Review published a short article by W. C. Robinson dealing

with the impact of changes in gold and silver stocks on economic trends in late medieval Europe. In

this article, Robinson took issue with Postan's demographic model of the process of long-term

economic change. Although conceding the role of the Black Death in the economic crisis of the late

fourteenth century, Robinson was sceptical of Postan's arguments in support of the assumption that

this down-turn had begun before 1348 and was the result of over-population during the preceding

period.

In particular, Robinson was critical of Postan's objections to a monetarist explanation for

the thirteenth century price rise. Postan had argued that, if the upward movement in prices had been

due to an increase in the money supply, all prices should have risen to a more or less equal degree,

1 Inevitably, any such review must be selective. There would be little point to summarising every one
of the arguments and counter-arguments advanced by Postan, his supporters and critics. Some
interventions, such as that of R. C. Russell, have arguably generated more heat than light and have
had little influence on the subsequent course of the debate. See, however, J. C. Russell, "The Pre-
plague Population of England," Journal of British Studies, 5 (1966), pp. 1-5. Titow, English Rural
Society, pp. 35, 79-90.
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whereas the available evidence suggests that agricultural prices rose faster than those for

manufactured goods. Moreover, Postan had suggested that there was no monetary reason for a fall in

prices before the Black Death, as England enjoyed a more favourable balance of payments during the

fourteenth century than in the thirteenth. In Robinson's opinion, neither objections could sustain

closer examination.

In regard to the first objection, Robinson observed that, due to differences in the elasticity of

supply and demand for different commodities, there is no theoretical reason to expect that an increase

in the money supply will effect all prices in the same way. Instead, he argued, it is reasonable to

expect that the price of agricultural products would "respond more strikingly to changes in demand

and also to do so more quickly than non-agricultural products". 2 This, Robinson noted, "is precisely

what appears to have happened in the upswing of the thirteenth century". 3 He therefore concluded

that the behaviour of prices during the thirteenth century was consistent with a purely monetarist

explanation.

Robinson was equally sceptical of Postan's second objection to a monetarist explanation of

the thirteenth century rise in prices. According to Robinson, it is not hard to construct a theoretical

model which accounts for the fall in prices in the fourteenth century in monetarist terms. He wrote

that:

one could easily reply to Postan's second criticism by saying that the
initial increase in the money supply and the speeding up of velocity
touched off a rise in prices which spurred output and trade in general.
The increase in economic activity led to a further dehoarding of bullion
and a further increase in turnover. Eventually, however, the money supply
reached its upper limit, save for modest annual increase, and velocity
could increase no more. At this point trade was constricted and
downward pressure on prices was felt. The buoyant optimism and high
profits of the earlier period were replaced by pessimism and
retrenchment. Hoarding of money began as a hedge against falling prices,
further intensifying the shortage of money and the pressure on prices. In
short, the downturn became self-reinforcing.4

Thus, Robinson felt confident in rejecting Postan's contention that the fall in prices over the

fourteenth century was explicable solely in demographic terms.

Robinson went on to criticise Postan's view that the economic crisis of the late fourteenth

century was due to the fact that population growth in the preceding period had exceeded the increase

in resources. The Postan thesis, Robinson wrote, was "based on two propositions: first, that

2 W. C. Robinson, "Money, Population and Economic Change in Late Medieval Europe", Economic
History Review, 2nd series, 12 (1959), p. 66.
3 loc. cit.
4 ibid., p. 67.
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diminishing returns [to labour] prevailed in agriculture, second that changes in population naturally

mean changes in demand and changes in price". 5 According to Robinson neither of these two

propositions could be sustained.

Robinson regarded the first as inconsistent with the low density of population in Europe

during the Middle Ages. On the basis of the assumption that the population of medieval Europe was

less than 100 million, Robinson believed that labour, not land, was likely to be the less abundant

factor of production. If this was the case, Robinson pointed out, the productivity of labour in

medieval Europe was probably high in relation to the experience of most pre-industrial societies,

which tend to practice labour intensive forms of husbandry. For this reason Robinson found it

difficult to accept that the marginal productivity of labour had fallen to zero before the Black Death.6

Further, Robinson claimed that, given that there was no reason to assume diminishing

returns in agriculture, it was by no means inevitable that demographic growth would have led to

rising prices. He conceded that any increase in population would have meant a rise in aggregate

demand. However, Robinson argued, it would have also resulted in an increase in the ability of any

particular society to produce goods to meet that demand. He concluded that:

Only if the new members of population add less than their own
subsistence does pressure on prices necessarily result.?

On the basis of estimates of demographic growth rates in medieval Europe as low as 0.15 per cent

per annum, Robinson found it hard to credit Postan's assumption that demographic growth would

have been sufficient to place any significant upwards pressure on prices.8

Robinson's article drew an immediate response from Postan. In his rejoinder, Postan took

issue with the manner in which Robinson "has tried to establish something which might appear to be

a historical case".9 Postan was critical of Robinson's failure to confine himself to "mere model-

making". In particular, he was unhappy with Robinson's willingness to accept the "opinions of

several gentlemen whose acquaintance with the evidence is of the remotest".10

The first part of Postan's rejoinder was taken up by a rebuttal of Robinson's attempt to

provide a monetarist explanation of the fall in prices during the fourteenth century. According to

5 ibid., p. 68.
6 loc. cit.
7 ibid., p. 69.
8 ibid., p. 74.
9 Postan, "Note", p. 77.
10 loc. cit.
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Postan, Robinson's preference for the monetarist hypothesis ill-accorded with the facts of medieval

economic history. In particular, Postan found:

it very difficult to accept Mr Robinson's demonstration of the mechanism
by which the rising trend of prices in the twelfth and thirteenth centuries
came to an end ... The demonstration is derived from Fisher's MV=PT
formula and depends wholly on the assumption that at the height of the
secular price rise the supply of money gave out. Provided this assumption
holds good the rest of the argument is elementary algebra.11

Postan, however, doubted whether this assumption was in fact a credible one. He asserted that:

the balance of payments was probably more favourable to England in the
fourteenth and fifteenth centuries than in thirteenth and the chief agencies
of 'de-hoarding' were more powerful than ever.12

He concluded therefore that there was no monetary reason why currency stocks should have failed to

expand and that Robinson's "algebraic argument falls to the ground".13

Postan also found it difficult to accept Robinson's assumption that the difference in price

trends between grain and other goods could be explained in terms of the fact that manufactured goods

are "generally believed to have rather elastic supplies". He wrote:

This general belief may hold good of industrial products of our own day,
... But I doubt whether it has any relevance to the basic industrial
products of the twelfth and thirteenth centuries which I originally had in
mind, i.e. to cloth, timber and minerals. The grounds on which economists
nowdays expect the costs of industrial products to fall with increased
output are the various economies of large-scale production, and above all
the high ratio of overheads to total costs, which in its own turn largely
reflects the part played in modern industries by fixed capita1.14

According to Postan, none of these factors applied to "medieval industries conducted under

handicraft conditions and in which fixed capital and other overheads were exceedingly low".15

Moreover, Postan pointed out that Robinson had given little consideration to the case for the

existence of a demographic crisis in England at the end of the thirteenth century. He noted that:

In general, I do not know of any modern student of medieval agriculture
or any study done since, say, 1935,  to diverge from the view of agrarian
trends which Mr Robinson questions. This is certainly true of the English
university theses on medieval agrarian topics completed since the war.16

11 ibid., p. 78.

12 loc. cit.
13 loc. cit.
14 ibid., p. 79.

15 loc. cit.
16 ibid., p. 80.
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In particular, Postan reminded his readers of the case that he had made elsewhere for the settlement

of the "thinnest, poorest and coldest soils" by the plough in the thirteenth century, a trend which he

regarded as the clearest possible evidence for the demographic explanation of price movements.17

Postan was no less critical of Robinson's use of the estimates for the size of the medieval

population made by J. Beloch and M. K. Bennett. First of all, Postan dismissed both Beloch and

Bennett as credible authorities, with the contemptuous (although probably justified) observation that

"nobody would take them seriously now". 18 Second, he pointed out that:

What if the population of Europe in fact was less than 100 million? Over-
population is a relative concept: relative to the state of knowledge,
technical equipment and capital investment ... The relative standards by
which medieval population should be judged are fairly well known to
students of medieval farming. They are also reflected in the yields, and the
low yields of medieval agriculture are an essential part of the
picture ...19

In support of this point, Postan observed that "net yields of the average level of about six or seven

bushels per acre" were evidently regarded as normal on demesne farms in the late thirteenth

century.2° At this level of output, Postan argued, Western Europe would have found it very hard to

keep even half of Beloch's 100 million above starvation level. And, Postan claimed, there can be

little doubt that the peasant's output was lower sti11.21

Finally, Postan referred his readers to the demographic problems of Third World countries

in the twentieth century. He was exasperated by what he perceived as Robinson's preference for

theoretical arguments over empirical evidence, drawing attention to the fact that Robinson had

admitted that in "large areas of the modern world ... the theory that population increases will

ultimately be checked by man's inability to feed himself is unhappily not an impossibly gloomy

view".22 Postan asked, "Why is it then necessary to argue in the name of economic and demographic

theory that a similar view of the thirteenth century would not only be gloomy, but also

impossible?"23

In 1965 Barbara Harvey addressed the Postan thesis in a paper read to the Royal Historical

Society. This paper, published the following year, focused on the evidence for the demographic trend

in England during the half-century before the Black Death. Harvey argued the case for a population

17 ibid, p. 81.
18 loc. cit. Beloch, upon whom Bennett had based his own calculations, had published his pioneering
work on the population of medieval Europe as long ago as the 1890s.
19 ioc. cit.
20 loc. cit.
21 ibid., - .p 82.
22 loc. cit.
23 loc. cit.
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down-turn in the second quarter of the fourteenth century depended "on land values and the

topography of settlement".24 In the course of her paper, Harvey came to the conclusion that the

evidence was insufficient to demonstrate that long-term depopulation had begun before 1348.

The first point Harvey made was that the entry fines being charged for land at Taunton

before the Black Death were atypical. She observed that it was "difficult ... to find any other estate

where fines even approached such a level". 25 Moreover, she cited average figures from the 1279-80

Rotuli Hundredorum which indicated that the general level of rent for customary holdings in the late

thirteenth century was far from excessive. Harvey therefore concluded that entry fines at Taunton

were a poor guide to the extent of peasant land hunger or the level of rent in England before 1348.26

She was no less critical of Postan's assumption that the growth in the number of

smallholdings in the pre-Black Death period could be used as an index of peasant impoverishment.

Harvey referred to "the failure of regions where they [smallholders] had truly proliferated to show

dramatic signs of distress in the early fourteenth century".27 She argued that it was significant that

taxation returns for Elloe wapentake in Lincolnshire imply that less than a third of the households in

this heavily populated region were below the taxable threshold. In addition, Harvey pointed to cases

in taxation returns elsewhere in which the holders of no more than a few acres were apparently

prosperous enough to be liable for taxation.28

Harvey also took issue with Postan over the extent of the drift towards the margin in the

period before the Black Death. Her understanding of the problem was that:

If rents and small-holdings fail, does the inferior quality of much of the
land under cultivation prove that England was over-populated by 1300?
This point lies at the heart of the thesis under discussion ... The poor land
we have to consider was of two kinds — infertile soils scattered even in
the main arable areas of England, and wholly marginal settlements on the
edge of these areas or beyond ... In itself, however, the cultivation of such
land tells us nothing about the demographic trend: it had gone on since
the beginning of English history. Why, then, should it bring about a
catastrophe soon after 1300? There could be two reasons for such a
development in the role of the marginal lands. The possibility of offsetting
inferior or declining yields by further colonization — the safety-valve
which all earlier ages enjoyed — may have come to an end; or the most
recent, thirteenth-century settlements and the newest assarts in old
settlements may have proved less viable than earlier ones. Both reasons
have been urged, and each needs to be considered-29

24 Harvey, "The Population Trend in England Between 1300-1348", p. 24.
25 ibid., p. 25.
26 loc. cit.
27 ibid., p. 27.
28 ibid., p. 38.

29 ibid., p. 30.
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Although Postan had argued that manorial accounts demonstrate the widespread abandonment of

marginal acres even before 1300, Harvey was not convinced that this phenomenon was as common

as Postan believed. Harvey argued that alternative explanations existed for the apparent drop in the

area under the plough on many estates during the decades before the Black Death. She wrote that:

In the fourteenth century, and on a few estates earlier, demesne acres
sometimes appear to be "lost" because the acreage under cultivation
declines more than the acreage leased to tenants. It is perhaps rash to
conclude that this land was reverting to unproductive waste, unless a
good series of ministers' accounts makes plain no other explanation was
possible. There were, after all, two senses in which arable land could be
marginal: it could be absolutely poor; or it could be land first adapted to
another use when the fortunes of arable farming changed, or when a
greater degree of specialization became possible; and this land need by
no means be absolutely the worst. Further, the woolen export figures,
reaching at the beginning of the fourteenth century a peak never touched
again within the medieval period, make it difficult to exclude the
possibility of competition in land-use at this time.30

In particular, Harvey warned of the dangers of reading too much into the specialised terminology

used in manorial sources:

In a well-documented, much audited period like the early fourteenth
century, the only sure evidence of the symptoms we are seeking is
provided by explicit references to waste or uncultivated land in manorial
accounts, rentals and court rolls, inserted to explain a decline in the
profits of demesne husbandry or decayed rents. Such land was normally
described as terra frisca or terra vasta, but the terms were not used only in
this sense. Terra frisca could be the land intermittently cultivated in
villages maintaining some kind of outfield; and recent work suggests that
there may have been many such places ... Terra vasta was land failing to
yield the usual dues or profits, and it might be suffering only temporary
neglect or devastation: to the monks of Chertsey Abbey a holding which
an heir was slow to claim was waste.31

Moreover, she found it necessary to qualify Postan's contention that the turn of the thirteenth and

fourteenth centuries witnessed the closure of the internal frontier. After surveying some of the

evidence for the continued extension of the margin of settlement into the second quarter of the

fourteenth century, Harvey concluded that:

if it is hard to find marginal acres going out of cultivation between 1300
and 1348, it is easy to find land of this kind coming into productive use or
enjoying improvement in the same period ... The pace is not heroic, but it
is faster than we should expect in a twilight age.32

In response to Postan's contention that the population figures came "tumbling down" after

1300, Harvey turned her attention to trends in early fourteenth century land values. She pointed out

that "it is not impossible to find annual payments for contractual and customary tenancies that were

30 ibid., p. 33.
31 loc. cit
32 ibid., pp. 40-41.
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still rising down to 1330, and on some estates the rise continued longer". 33 According to Harvey,

"the general impression left by the sources is that rents were not moving much at all in the first half

of the fourteenth century", an observation which prompted her to write that:

it would be hard to base a convincing argument for a decisive downward
turn in the trend in rents which continued to hold their own for twenty
years longer, as corn prices fell and silver supplies became straitened.34

In addition, Harvey pointed to the fact that, contrary to the situation after the Black Death, landlords

in the 1330s and 1340s seem not to have tolerated arrears of rents and were apparently reluctant to

make concessions to tenants, sure signs of a strong demand for land. Harvey ended her paper with

the observation that:

Perhaps, after all, we do not have to add this half century [1300-48] to
the periods of history when the death rate and not the birth rate has
exercised the more profound influence on the population trend.35

In his discussion of the debate over the Postan thesis, Titow conceded many of Harvey's

observations. However, he believed that Harvey had "misunderstood the very argument she attacks".

Titow, for example, admitted that "Harvey succeeds in showing that on most manors entry fines were

not very heavy in the late thirteenth and early fourteenth century".36 But, he argued that:

this is not the crux of the matter. I know of no medievalist of repute —
certainly not Professor Postan — to have claimed that entry fines were
high everywhere. What has been claimed is that a rising level of entry
fines must be regarded as evidence of growing scarcity of land, and a very
high level of fines must indicate an acute land shortage. The crux of the
matter is not that entry fines were at a low level on most estates but that
they were at a high level on some ... The real problem is how to reconcile
the existence of some places with a high level of entry fines with the
presence of a relatively low level of entry fines elsewhere. As I see it there
are two alternatives: (i) We could regard the low level of fines as
representing the real value of land and regard instances to the contrary
as artificially inflated. Or (ii) We could regard the high level of fines as
representing the real land value and regard instances to the contrary as
artificially depressed.37

According to Titow, the "mere numerical preponderance of places with a low level of fines over

places with a high level of fines" is less significant than the existence of very high fines in some

areas.38 Titow argued that there was no way a landlord could have artificially inflated entry fines and

maintained them at a high level. He therefore concluded that the predominance of low entry fines in

33 ibid., p. 38.
34 ibid., p. 39.
35 ibid., p. 42.
36 Titow, English Rural Society, p. 74.
37 loc. cit.
38 loc. cit.
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most parts of the country was due to the "standardizing influence of custom". 39 Moreover, Titow

observed:

Low as the general level of entry fines may seem to have been in the late
thirteenth and early fourteenth centuries, there is a very strong possibility
that this represents, nevertheless, a considerable increase on the level
prevailing at the beginning of the thirteenth century. It is clearly so on all
the Winchester manors and could well have been the case elsewhere.4°

Titow therefore concluded that, despite Harvey's arguments, the high entry fines on some manors

before 1348 are a reliable indicator of the extent of peasant land hunger in the pre-Plague period.

Titow was equally sceptical of the importance which Harvey attaches to the mention of

smallholders in contemporary taxation assessments. He argued:

Even if one accepts the evidence of the subsidy rolls at its face value ... the
samples cited by Miss Harvey all show that the great majority of
smallholders were too poor to be taxed ... Secondly, it seems quite wrong,
unless the amounts paid clearly indicate this, to regard mere inclusion as
a sign of being well-off. To qualify for inclusion in the subsidy of 1332 a
peasant had to possess goods to the value of lOs or more, but this
represents no more than an ox or a horse ...41

Further, although conceding that "there is little manorial evidence of total abandonment of peasant

land before 1348", Titow claimed that there was "considerable evidence of some abandonment and of

the difficulty of finding tenants".42 He pointed out that:

On the Winchester estates in the early fourteenth century instances of
purely nominal, or completely waived entry fines become very frequent
and they are accompanied in many cases by explanatory statements
indicating that, either the previous tenant has given up the holding
because of poverty, or that the new tenant could not be found for it in the
ordinary way and had to be compelled to take it up. The number of such
entries seems to have been on the increase, though ... it many represent
no more than the growing willingness of the manorial clerks to be more
liberal with incidental information.43

Titow believed that such entries indicate the deterioration of some holdings, rather than a slackening

demand for land in general. This conclusion, he argued, is consistent with the evidence for a decline

in the productivity of the Winchester demesne in the early fourteenth century.44

In 1971 H. E. Hallam made the first of many contributions to the debate on the Postan thesis

in the form of an article published in the Australian Economic History Review.45 In his article,

39 ibid., p. 77.
40 loc. cit.
41 ibid., p. 91.
42 ibid., p. 94.

43 loc. cit.
44 ibid., p. 95.
45 Hallam, "The Postan Thesis", pp. 203-22.
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Hallam argued that the Postan thesis "contains a number of hidden assumptions which neither its

author nor his numerous pupils have examined or documented in any way". 46 Taking each of these

assumptions in turn, Hallam attempted to demonstrate the need for an alternative model of English

agriculture in the pre-1348 period.

According to Hallam, the Postan thesis asserts that population trends were generally the

same across England. This assertion is one which Hallam felt could not be sustained. Drawing on

place name evidence, Hallam claimed that "in every English county there was some colonizing

activity all the time but the rate and speed varied".47 In particular, Hallam drew his readers' attention

to the fact that, while there were counties which experienced little new settlement after 1086, there

were many others which "developed far and late". 48 Hallam therefore regarded it as significant that

the case made by Postan and Titow for a demographic crisis before the Black Death rested largely on

examples taken from a few manors in south-western England. He observed:

Most of the evidence for the Postan Thesis comes from the Winchester and
Glastonbury estates. Many of the manors are in the slow-developing
heartland counties of Somerset and Wiltshire and some others in the
faster developing countries of Oxfordshire and Hampshire. Apart from an
odd manor in Berkshire none are in the highly developed settled counties.
Thus the evidence comes from an area which seems less likely to have
produced a crisis.49

In addition, Hallam was sceptical of the assumption that there was a general decline in grain yields

over the thirteenth century. He argued that it is not difficult to find instances of rising yields in

different parts of England in the period 1250-1350." Moreover, Hallam asserted that even a clear

downward trend in yields need not be taken as confirmation of the Postan thesis. After reviewing the

evidence for falling yields in a number of English counties, Hallam pointed out that:

eight of the nine examples quoted show crops declining when according
to the Winchester evidence they should have been improving because
poor, marginal land was falling out of cultivation.51

In Hallam's opinion, the Postan thesis is based on the mistaken assumption that a grain monoculture

existed throughout England by 1300. This contention, Hallam believed, was inconsistent with the

evidence of taxation returns and other printed local sources, which he argued indicate the presence of

a thriving mixed economy in many parts of the country. Hallam therefore concluded that Postan's

concept of a grain monoculture was derived from the study of conditions in a few unrepresentative

counties. In particular, Hallam was critical of Postan's dependence on evidence from the Winchester

estates in southern England. Hampshire, Hallam argued, was atypical. This fact, Hallam believed,

46 ibid., p. 204.

47 ibid., 207.
48 ibid., p. 206.
49 ibid., p. 207.
50 ibid., p. 209.
51 ibid., p. 21.
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"means that it would be dangerous to generalize from the Winchester estates to the whole of

England".52

Further, Hallam asserted that "a major assumption of the Postan thesis is no technical

improvements in agriculture occurred in the thirteenth century".53 This assumption, Hallam felt,

could not be sustained. Instead, he drew the attention of his readers to the evidence for the

replacement of two-course rotations with three-course systems and the intensification of open-field

rotations through inhokes. Hallam also emphasised signs of progress in East Anglia — the growing

use of legumes and barley in more flexible cropping schemes, and the replacement of oxen with

horses on peasant farms.54

According to Hallam, the assumption of technological inertia in farming held good only

where the pressure of population on resources was less acute. In more densely populated areas, the

rural population responded to demographic stress by adopting new technologies, including more

intensive forms of agriculture. As evidence, he pointed to signs which indicated the relatively

advanced stage of economic and social development in many counties of the south-east in the early

fourteenth century. Moreover, Hallam believed that agricultural intensification was only one aspect

of a wider trend. Hallam argued for a contra-Malthusian model. In his opinion, peasants in eastern

England had been able to overcome the threat of over-population, and this successful response to this

challenge laid the foundations for future economic growth. In relation to East Anglia c.1300, Hallam

wrote that:

This was a region of advanced agriculture and many village crafts from
salt-making and herring-curing to cloth-making. It was also the region of
heavy population and free institutions, where lordship was at a discount.
It was the land of the Open Society, of religious and political dissent.
Could it be that advanced technology, free institutions, a large population
in a small space, and a progressive economy somehow go together? Can
we perhaps stand the Rev. Dr. Malthus on his head and say that
technological advance needs population pressure? Are we rich because
we are numerous?55

In 1974 Nicholas Mayhew, a numismatist at the Ashmolean Museum, re-opened the issue of

the origins of the fourteenth century deflation. Mayhew believed that Postan's arguments against a

monetary explanation of the drop in prices during the pre-Black Death period were unsustainable. In

his reply to Robinson, Postan had argued against such a fall in the amount of coin in circulation on

largely a priori grounds. Mayhew disagreed with this assessment, arguing that coin hoard evidence

52 ibid., p. 215.
53 ibid., p. 219.
54 ibid., pp. 218-22.
55 ibid., p. 222.
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made it possible to demonstrate a significant fall in the English coin stock from the beginning of the

second quarter of the fourteenth century.

By comparing the proportionate importance of different coin types in large English hoards

with surviving mint accounts, Mayhew was able to calculate for the first time the size of the total

English coin stock at different points in the fourteenth century. Mayhew estimated that c.1311 the

English coinage totalled some £1,100,000. Although Mayhew's total for c.1324 was identical to his

figure for the early 1310s, he was able to demonstrate a sharp drop in the coin in circulation during

subsequent decades. By c.1350, according to Mayhew's estimates, the English currency had fallen to

£500,000. Mayhew therefore concluded that Postan's assumptions regarding the English balance of

payments during the fourteenth century did not hold for the 1330s and 1340s, and that the evidence,

after all, favoured a monetary explanation of the fall in prices before the Black Death.56

Mayhew returned to the theme of the effect of monetary trends on prices in medieval

England in a 1987 article on English price history between the late twelfth and mid-fourteenth

century. In this article, Mayhew provided a series of estimates of the coin in circulation in England

during this pre-1300 period. His figures, based on his own estimates those made by other

numismatists, imply a four-fold increase in the coin in circulation in England over the thirteenth

century. Moreover, Mayhew was able to show that it was possible to detect the influence of monetary

factors on prices over the short-term. By comparing trends in yields and grain prices, Mayhew

isolated years in which the movement of prices deviated from that predictable on the basis of harvest

yields and was able to relate these to monetary trends. According to Mayhew, these results clearly

favoured a monetary explanation for the thirteenth century inflation.57

In 1977 A. R. Bridbury made a number of points relevant to the debate on the Postan thesis

in an article on the social and economic costs of warfare in the 1330s and 1340s. Bridbury argued for

a less pessimistic view of the English agrarian economy in the decades before the Black Death.

Instead of seeing the first half of the fourteenth century as a time of retrenchment and economic

decay, Bridbury regarded this period as one in which "nothing but misfortune or wanton and

invincible mismanagement" could stand between the bigger landowners and uninterrupted

prosperity.58

56 N. J. Mayhew, "Numismatic Evidence and Falling Prices in the Fourteenth Century", Economic
History Review, 27 (1974), pp. 7-15.
57 Mayhew, "Money and Prices in England from Henry II to Edward III", Agricultural History
Review, 35 (1987), pp. 121-31.
58 Bridbury, "Before the Black Death", p. 403.
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Bridbury claimed that the available figures for annual wool exports in the early fourteenth

century of between 30,000 and 40,000 sacks imply a countryside crowded with small sheep farms.

He observed that:

How many farmers actually looked to the export market for wool sales we
shall never know. Nor shall we ever know how many supplied the home
market. But it is no less fanciful to postulate an economy in which 20,000
sheep-farmers each had 260 sheep, than it is to envisage one in which
there were over 500 estates of the size of Canterbury Cathedral Priory.
Does this not point to the likelihood that the number of those who kept
sheep to supply the export market alone could easily have run into
hundreds of thousands?52

Like Hatcher, Bridbury is unconvinced that the golden age of demesne agriculture had ended before

the Black Death. He was sceptical of Postan's assertion that falling prices after 1330 had made

demesne agriculture unprofitable. Bridbury observed that:

until the 1370s, the fourteenth century was remarkable for the persistence
of what were, by thirteenth-century standards, unusually high cereal
prices. The price level, which had been buoyant enough until 1309, rose
decisively thereafter and remained high until 1333. Then it dropped, and
stayed low until 1351. But that fall was not prophetic of things to come ...
By 1351 cereal prices had recovered, and for twenty years or more the
evidence shows that they ruled at a level which was higher than ever
before.59

He also found it particularly difficult to accept Postan's claim that labour shortages contributed to

severe cost pressures in the demesne sector before 1348. Bridbury observed that, if demographic

contraction had begun in the pre-Plague period, nominal wage rates, instead of falling, "should have

risen as prices fell, as they did later, so as to reflect the relative scarcity of labour".6°

Moreover, Bridbury felt that events in the 1350s and 1360s are inconsistent with the

assumption of a worsening labour shortage before the Black Death. He argued that, if population had

been reduced to a low level even before 1348:

how are we to explain the readiness with which vacancies were,
nevertheless, filled as soon as they had been created by the dying, not
simply for a year or so after 1348, but in many places for more than a
generation after that?61

Bridbury's conclusion was that "we must replenish the countryside" of pre-1348 England because:

any attempt to deplete it seriously runs into difficulties to which it is not
easy to find an answer.62

52 ibid., p. 399.
59 ibid., p. 402.
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41

In the course of his study of the medieval village of Broughton, E. Britton offered a number

of salient criticisms of the Postan thesis. His first point was an attack on the inferences which Postan

drew from the proliferation of smallholdings in the late thirteenth century. According to Britton,

Postan's definition of a subsistence income "does not necessarily involve a family's total income, but

only the proceeds from its real property". 63 However, Britton argued,

between this definition of subsistence income and his conclusions on over-
population and its consequences, one can observe a curious twist in
Professor Postan' s argument. Instead of talking of "subsistence income",
he talks of "subsistence" and smallholders, that is to say those holdings
of a quarter-virgate or less, are described as being on the "margins of
subsistence" , not of "subsistence income" . There can be little doubt that
by "subsistence" he means survival, for he concludes that bad harvests
resulted in the deaths of many such smallholders. Thus, although the
quarter-virgate clearly is identified at one point with "subsistence
income" as opposed to "subsistence", at another point it is treated as the
amount of land required for survival."

Britton contended that the fallacy inherent in this approach:

has most recently been demonstrated by DeWindt. In his study of
Holywell-cum-Needingworth, DeWindt has been able to show that
although almost the entire village lived on the very edge of starvation,
according to the criteria of Postan and Titow, a substantial number of
peasant families were not only surviving, but were actually prospering.
Moreover, he has also shown that many peasant families who seem to
have had only a few acres were able to survive for a surprisingly long
time.65

Drawing on the results of his own studies of Broughton society before 1348, Britton claimed that

figures for family survival do not bear out the Postan thesis. He contended that:

Although individuals from A [rich, office-holding] families were clearly
above the subsistence level set by Postan and Titow, their rate of decline
over the period was not substantially less than that of the smallholders.
This obvious lack of correlation between the size of tenements and
population trends casts grave doubts upon the validity of the link which
Postan and Titow made between the possession of a quarter-virgate and
subsistence.66

Moreover, Britton was doubtful that much weight should be placed on Titow's claim that references

to peasant poverty in manorial records were not confined to the Winchester Pipe Rolls, but were also

a common feature of the records of "various estates". Britton noted that:

he [Titow] has not vouchsafed to give the names or locations of these
"various estates" . In Broughton the fines of eleven people were forgiven
because of poverty between 1288 and 1340. These individuals represent
less than 2 per cent of the people who appeared in the court of Broughton

63 E. Britten, The Community of the Vill, Toronto, 1977, p. 153.
64 loc. cit.
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66 ibid., p. 156.
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between 1288 and 1380. Thus, at least with respect to Broughton, the
court rolls are not "full of such references" and they most certainly do
not appear with "monotonous regularity" .67

Britton went on to criticise calculations made by Titow of the peasant family budget in the thirteenth

century. In particular, he argued that Titow's calculations do not appear to fit the situation at

Broughton:

Aside from the fact that he seems to have placed grain yields at a rather
low level, at least in terms of yields in this region of Huntingdonshire, he
has also ignored many important food sources. Perhaps the most
important food source which he has ignored is the peasant garden ...
Although the Hundred Rolls describes William de Broughton' s gardens as
1.5 acres in size, this is the only evidence on the actual size of gardens [in
Broughton] in our period. Patricia Hogan has shown the messuages and
attached crofts in neighbouring Wistow regularly were 2 or 3 acres in
size.68

Britton was equally critical of Titow's failure to include peasant livestock in his calculations, arguing

that "a few chickens, geese and sheep could have meant a great deal to a peasant family with a small

holding".69 Finally, Britton observed that Titow's figures ignore the importance to the smallholder of

the additional economic resource available in the form of woods and fenlands.70

In 1986 D. L. Farmer published an article on the medieval agrarian economy intended to

provide "not a criticism of the Postan thesis, and certainly not a new model, but a commentary on the

original and a supplement to it". 71 Farmer's purpose was to "soften some of the the lines Postan drew

more sharply, or fill out some of the hollows he readily recognized". 72 The result was perhaps the

most far-ranging re-examination of Postan thesis since the appearance of Barbara Harvey's article in

the 1960s.73

Farmer conceded that Postan was "rather short of support on certain major points". 74 In

particular, he observed that Barbara Harvey seemed to be correct regarding the level of entry fines

before the Black Death. In reference to the earlier debate between Harvey and Titow in the 1960s,

Farmer wrote that:

Miss Harvey argued that the high entry fines (sometimes as much as £40)
imposed on virgaters on its Taunton manors were quite exceptional, even
for the Bishop of Winchester's estates. Titow then cited even higher entry

67 ibid., p. 157.
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fines on the nearby Glastonbury estates in 1348, while protesting that
Postan had never claimed that entry fines were high everywhere. But if
conditions in Somerset were so unusual, Titow' s own calculations of
population growth there lose much of their significance, and the case for
thirteenth century population expansion forfeits a valuable piece of
evidence. Moreover, if as much as £80 could be charged as a virgater' s
entry fine at Brent in 1348, it is harder to argue that the economy turned
downwards soon after the 1315-22 crisis.75

In addition, Farmer admitted that the evidence regarding the "the topography of settlement" was

ambiguous. He concluded that further research was needed before the question of the alleged

exhaustion of the old arable and the closure of the internal frontier c.1300 could be settled.76

After an exhaustive review of the evidence regarding medieval yields, Farmer concluded

that long-term trends on the Winchester and Westminster manors were inconsistent with Postan's

thesis. He pointed out that on these estates, "both barley and oats fared better than wheat" during the

fourteenth century.77 This was despite the fact that barley and oats were usually sown on land which

had carried a crop on the previous year, whereas wheat was sown on fallow land. Farmer found it

difficult to believe that the Postan thesis could "accommodate the superior performance of the spring-

sown grains". 78 Further, he observed that:

neither on the Winchester nor the Westminster estates did improved yields
immediately follow the shedding of demesne ploughland. On both, the
major contractions took place before the Black Death, whereas the major
improvements came after 1380, when both estates still had under the
plough about four-fifth of the pre-1348 arable area. On both estates the
manors which most reduced their demesnes were generally no more
successful afterwards than those which reduced them the least.79

The conclusion which Farmer drew from his consideration of the evidence of yields on the

Winchester and Westminster manors was that:

the bulk of the evidence available ... does not support the argument that
demesne grain yields were kept up or improved by abandoning marginal
or exhausted soil. And, again, it is especially hard to see why the second
crop in the three-year cycle should have been the one to benefit.80

Despite these misgivings, Farmer felt that the Postan thesis was consistent with the rise in the

livestock to arable ratio in demense agriculture in the late fourteenth century, a trend which Farmer

attributed to deliberate efforts by demesne managers to deal with soil exhaustion.81

75 ibid., p. 119.
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After reviewing the available evidence for trends in agricultural piece-rates and building

workers' day-wages, Farmer agreed with Barbara Harvey that prices and wages did "not speak with a

certain voice".82 But, he argued, if price and wage information did not "unite in plainsong chant, it

generally joins fairly harmoniously with the evidence of grain yields". 83 Farmer pointed out that real

wages in the period c.1270-c.1350 were far below those in the decades after the Black Death:

For five decades, roughly spanning the reigns of Edward I and Edward II,
the real value of wages was lower than in any other medieval period for
which they can be calculated."

He concluded, however, on a note of caution, writing that:

Yet perhaps medieval England was not on so sharp a Malthusian knife-
edge as Postan depicted. Not all changes happened around the "nodes"
of 1315-22 and 1348-49. On the one hand, trends such as the
abandonment of demesne arable began even before the hungry 1270s; on
the other, assarting in some places continued even after the Black Death.
Neither taking land out of cultivation nor the growing of legumes made an
obvious improvement in grain yields — at least on the estates examined
here — though there was a small increase when herds and flocks
expanded enough to make farming truly "mixed" again. The manors'
practice of growing crops with low yields per acre, rather than the more
productive barley, suggests that the food supply may not have been quite
as tight as the other evidence implies. Likewise, the low grain prices and
firm oxen prices of the fifteenth century argue that a lot of the former
demesne ploughland remained as arable when leased into peasant hands.
Despite the disasters of weather and plague, famine and taxation, with
habits cemented by manorial custom, changes in the English countryside
came only slowly.85

In the course of an article published in 1989, Mark Bailey re-examined Postan's

"population-resources" model as it related to the concept of the margin. Bailey argued that the

Postan's interpretation of this concept was based on a number of hidden assumptions. The first of

these was that "a marginal region is one which is exploited as a necessary increment only when the

strain of population on resources becomes perilously high". 86 According to Bailey, the second

assumption made by Postan was that "neither medieval agrarian technology nor the economy itself

was sufficiently developed to make successful use of poor soils". 87 The third was Postan's equation

of economic utility with suitability for grain production.

82 ibid., pp. 148-9.
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In relation to the first of these assumptions, Bailey questioned the criteria which Postan

employed in his definition of marginality. Bailey asked:

But exactly what characteristics constitute a marginal region in the
population-resources model? Because grain production is regarded as the
prime activity in pre-industrial economies, it is assumed that all regions
inherently unsuited to arable farming are therefore marginal. Hence,
Postan defines marginal soils as those with low arable productivity, those
"incapable of producing per acre of land, or per bushel of seed, or per
plough-day of cultivation as much as other or better land". This is simply
a definition of poor soils, although strictly speaking poor soils become
marginal soils in a medieval context only when they can be proved to
have been exploited as an increment in the thirteenth century.88

According to the population resource model, Bailey claimed, regions of poor soils are regarded as

synonymous with marginality, not because such areas were necessarily "colonized late as incremental

regions", but because it is assumed that such lands "would only have been exploited as population

pressure rose to a high level". 89 Such an assessment, Bailey argued, was based in turn on:

a number of prior assumptions about the nature of the medieval economy.
It assumes that "fertility" was an exhaustible, stored-up attribute of the
soil, whose graduations were reflected in the sequence in which lands
were settled. It assumes that agrarian technology was primitive and
unchanging, so that poor soils were doomed to exhaustion after a few
years' cropping. It assumes that a region's ability to grow grain was the
main determinant of its wealth and economic success."

Bailey asked, "How tenable are these suppositions?" He observed that the assumption of an

unchanging technology was inconsistent with the ideas of writers such as Esther Boserup and David

Clark, who argue that "population pressure will nearly always result in technological innovation".91

According to Bailey, Boserup and Clark have shown that fertility is not an "inherent, stored-up and

exhaustible component of the soil", but "a variable factor dependent upon interrelated changes in

agrarian technique and population density". 92 Thus, Bailey claimed, soil exhaustion need not have

been the inevitable result of population increase. Soils once regarded as infertile or inaccessible could

have been made workable as a result of technological improvements. As evidence, Bailey pointed to

the successful reclamation of the medieval Fenlands and the intensification of husbandry during the

early fourteenth century in regions such as eastern Norfolk and coastal Sussex.93

In addition, Bailey argued that the Postan thesis places too much emphasis on environmental

and demographic determinism, and not enough weight on institutional factors. Bailey pointed out that

many areas which the Postan thesis regards as marginal in terms of soil fertility were relatively free

88 loc. cit.
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of institutional constraints to agricultural intensification. The uplands of northern and south-western

England, he observed, "possessed a weaker and more fragmented manorial structure", one which

often coincided with the adoption before the Black Death of less rigid forms of open-field farming.94

Lower rents and flexible field systems, Bailey believed, more than compensated in many

instances for poorer soils. As evidence for this point, Bailey referred to the Chiltern Hills and the

south-western counties of Devon and Cornwall. 95 Although the Chilterns were "a classic marginal

region", relatively advanced agricultural techniques had emerged there by the second quarter of the

fourteenth century. 96 In both Devon and Cornwall, the adoption of flexible cropping routines

permitted a successful adaptation to poor soils and distance from markets.97

Moreover, Bailey contended that the commercialisation of the medieval economy in the

thirteenth and fourteenth centuries provided the inhabitants of regions of poor soils with opportunities

for economic diversification. He believed that a region "marginal for arable cultivation was not

necessarily marginal in all spheres of economic activity". 98 According to Bailey, mining, quarrying,

textile production, stock rearing, woodworking, glassmaking, iron working and pottery making were

all economic activities associated in the thirteenth and fourteenth centuries with such "marginal"

areas as the Forest of Dean or Dartmoor. Regions marginal for grain farming in location and soil

were often the centre of flourishing local industries.

Bailey therefore argued that, at least in some areas, average incomes per head need not have

declined over the thirteenth century as rapidly as has often been assumed, and that more

consideration should be given "to the mitigating effects of commercialization, technical

improvements in agriculture and occupational diversity". 99 In particular, Bailey referred his readers

to the evidence in lay subsidy returns which indicated that, although yields per acre were often low in

so-called marginal areas, income per head was sometimes relatively high. 100 Bailey concluded that:

The dual processes of diversification and specialisation could mitigate the
adverse economic implications of poor soils or geographical remoteness,
even in a peasant economy such as medieval England. Furthermore, land
productivity in poor soil regions may have been more constant under the
stress of population pressure than has previously been assumed. If further
research indicates that this was indeed the case in many of England's
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poor soil regions, then it will be necessary to look beyond "failure at the
margin" for explanations of the late medieval agrarian depression.101

During the last fifteen years the Postan thesis has attracted increasing criticism from Marxist

historians. 102 The foremost Marxist critic of the Postan thesis during this period has been Robert

Brenner. In 1976 Brenner labelled Postan as a "neo-Malthusian", accusing him of "demographic

determinism". 103 As a Marxist, Brenner was disturbed that Postan's emphasis on the impact of

demographic trends on the direction of economic change seemed to ignore social institutions or the

impact of class on history. He asked:

Can the problems of development of Postan's so-called "economic base"
be very meaningfully considered apart from the "relations of class to
class?" 104

Brenner accepted Postan's assumption of a long-term decline in yields due to a shortage of livestock,

low levels of investment and technological backwardness. He was, however, doubtful that Postan's

analysis went far enough, arguing that:

specifying in this manner the conditions conducive to long-term
stagnation is not really explaining this phenomenon, for no real account
is provided of why such conditions persisted.105

In Brenner's opinion, it was possible to account for the "Malthusian cycle of long term stagnation"

only if one understood this phenomenon as "the product of established structures of class relations

(particularly surplus-extraction relations)".106

Brenner's attempt to explain the demographic crisis of the late medieval period focused on

the question of feudal rent. 107 He argued that:

One can begin by agreeing with Postan that there was a long-term
tendency to demographic crisis inherent in the medieval economy. But
this tendency to crisis was not a natural fact, explicable solely by
reference to available human and natural resources in relation to an
ostensibly given level of technique. It was, rather, built into the
interrelated structure of peasant organizations of production on the one

101 ibid., p. 15.

102 R. Brenner, "The Agrarian Roots of European Capitalism", in Aston and Philpin, The Brenner
Debate, pp. 213-328. Emmanuel Le Roy Ladurie, "A Reply to Robert Brenner", in Aston and
Philpin, The Brenner Debate, pp. 101-106. G. Bois, "Against the Neo-Malthusian Orthodoxy", in
Aston and Philpin, The Brenner Debate, pp. 107-118. Hilton, "A Crisis of Feudalism",
pp. 119-38. G. Bois, The Crisis of Feudalism: Economy and Society in Eastern Normandy c.1300-
1550, Cambridge, 1984, pp. vii-xiii. Brenner, "Agrarian Class Structure and Economic Development
in Pre-Industrial Europe", pp. 10-63.
103 Brenner, "Agrarian Class Structure and Economic Development in Pre-Industrial Europe",
pp. 13-119.
104 ibid., p. 15.
105 ibid., p. 17.
106 ibid., p. 18.
107 ibid., pp. 31-2.
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hand, and, on the other, the institutionalized relationships of serfdom by
which the lord was able to extract a feudal rent.108

According to Brenner, landowners must be blamed for the apparent failure of peasant farmers to

respond effectively to the threat of soil exhaustion:

... the lord's surplus extraction (rent) tended to confiscate not merely the
peasant's income above subsistence (and potentially even beyond) but at
the same time to threaten the funds necessary to refurbish the peasant's
holding and to prevent the long-term decline of its productivity ... Thus
the surplus-extraction relations of serfdom tended to lead to the
exhaustion of peasant production per se; in particular, the inability to
invest in animals for ploughing and as a source for manure led to the
deterioration of the soil, which in turn led to the extension of cultivation
to land formerly reserved for the support of animals. This meant the
cultivation of worse soils and at the same time fewer animals — and thus
in the end a vicious cycle of the destruction of the peasants' means of
support.109

Brenner claimed that, although landowners were the authors of this crisis, they were not

immune to its consequences. Instead, feudal lords were as vulnerable as their tenants to the long-term

effects of soil exhaustion and falling yields. The reason, according to Brenner, was that landowners

failed to make use of the opportunities which had existed for innovation, prefering instead to increase

their exploitation of their tenants. He asserted that:

given his unfree peasants, the lord's most obvious mode of increasing
income from his lands was not through capital investment and the
introduction of new techniques, but through squeezing the peasants, by
increasing either money rents or labour services.110

Postan's response to Brenner's criticism was contained in an article co-authored with John

Hatcher and published two years later. Postan and Hatcher dismissed as "groundless" the assertion

that Postan had "assigned to demographic factors an all-determining role". 111 They also rejected

Brenner's charge that Postan's approach disregarded or minimised the importance of "the feudal

class system and the exploitation of villeins inherent within it". 112 Postan and Hatcher pointed out

the frequency with which members of the Cambridge school had:

attached to feudal rent much of the blame for the villein' s impoverishment
and for their inability to keep the land in good heart.113

108 ibid., p . 31.

109 loc. cit.
110 loc. cit. Later Brenner modified this position, arguing that it was "more correct to say that,
because lords had no choice but to rely upon surplus extraction by extra-economic compulsion, they
were largely prevented by improving, because the former could not be combined successfully with
the later". Brenner, "The Agrarian Roots of English Capitalism", p. 235.
111 Postan and Hatcher, "Population and Class Relations in Feudal Society", p. 64.
112 loc. cit.
113 ibid., pp. 65-66.
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In addition, they sought to turn Brenner's accusation that non-Marxist historians had ignored

institutional factors on its head:

This [feudal exploitation] is not the only social factor they have commonly
invoked. Family structure, inheritance customs, attitudes to technological
discovery and innovation, communal facilities and restraints, the
prevailing hierarchy of economic objectives and consumption needs, the
special rank which the possession of land occupied in that hierarchy, the
burdens and penalties of war, the vicissitudes of government and the rules
of law — all these and many other realities of medieval life have been
commonly drawn by the same historians into their general view of
economic and social processes in the middle ages.114

During the last three decades different aspects of the Postan thesis have been the subject of

academic re-examination. However, almost without exception, historians have concentrated their

attention on particular points. The aim of the next two chapters is to provide a thorough re-view of

the Postan thesis, drawing together the different threads of the debate, and raising fresh questions.

114 ibid., p. 66.
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